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T his book was written in January-March, 1941, before 
the German attack on Russia; yet the author sees no reason 
to modify his observations on the psychological effects of 
the Soviet-German pact of August, 1939, or his opinion on 
the policy of the Communist Party in France. To smuggle 
in elements of a later knowledge when describing the 
mental pattern of people in an earlier period is a common 
temptation to writers which should be resisted.

August, 1941.
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To the memory of my colleagues, the 
exiled writers ol Germany who took 
their lives -when France fell:
• Walter Benjamin, Carl Einstein, 
Walter • Hasenclever, Irmgurd Keun, 
Otto Pohl, Ernst Weiss.

And for Paul Willert, without whose 
help this book could not have been 
written.
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bubbled and it rained ashes calmly went on 
carving at his tiny plaque

R O BERT  NEUMANN!

By the W aters o f  Babylon.
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S o m e  time during the last years of Queen Victoria’s reign, the 
Prince of Monaco ha"1 an anglicized mistress who wanted a 
bathroom of her own. He built her a villa, with a real bathroom, 
parquet flo o rin g , an d  co lo u r p rin ts of knights in armour and 
ladies in bustles fed on Benger’s Food adorning the walls. He 
built it at a prudent distance from his owrn residence in Monaco: 
about fifty miles up the valley of the Vesubie and only ten miles 
from the Italian frontier, in the parish of Roquebilliere, dfparte- 
ment des Alpes Maritimes. With the march of time and the dawn 
of the twentieth century, the refined courtesan became a respect
able old rentihe, let the bathroom decay, planted cabbage in her 
garden, and eventually died. For some twenty years the house 
stood empty and the garden ran wild.

Then in the late nineteen-twenties a landslide occurred in the 
valley ol the Vesubie which destroyed about fifty of the hundred 
houses ot Roquebilliere and killed sixty out of its fivq hundred in
habitants. As a result of this, ground rents became very low, and 
m 1929 Maria Corniglion, wife of Corniglion-upon-the-Bridge,

, talked her husband into buying the villa with the bathroom from 
’ defunct lady’s heirs. Ettori Corniglion was a peasant who 
still cultivated his five acres of land himself with a primitive plough 
and a yoke of oxen, but Maria Corniglion was an ente’.prising 
woman who had brought him a respectable dowry. The Cornig- 
lons-upon-the-Bridge were well-to-do people — more so than 

Cormglion-the-Grocer or Corniglion-the-Butchcr. Mme. Ettori 
orniglion was herself born a Corniglion -  for an area extending 

‘ bout twenty miles down the Vesubie from St. Martin one-third 
o t e population were Corniglions. They intermarried frequently, 
pio. ucing cripples and idiots at a remarkable rate, and had the 

lost imposing marble tombstones and family vaults in the grav ■- 
; a.< s o old Roquebilliere, new Roquebilliere, and St. Martin.
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Y^JTfi^omy son of Ettori and Maria Comiglion was lame: he wasa 
schoolteacher at Lyons; during the holidays, which he spent at 
home, he spoke hardly a word, and read Dostoievsky and Julian 
Green. Their daughter was also a schoolteacher; she was about 
thirty, rapidly becoming an old spinster, with a dark moustache 
which she shaved with a safety-razor. The fact that both the 
Corniglion children had become members of the corps d'enseigne- 
ment bore testimony to Mme. Corniglion’s ambitious character. 
She gave another proof of it when, in the year before the land
slide, she had fixed to their farmhouse gate a notice w>th tllC 
inscription, ‘ h o t e l  s t . s e b a s t i e n ’ . Her third remarkable achieve
ment was the purchase of the villa. But there old Ettori put a 
stop to her extravagance. He would not hear of repairing and 
refurnishing the villa. He planted the better part of the garden 
with various kinds of salads and vegetables, and installed a pig in 
the summer house. The villa itself was not touched and stood 
empty for another ten years. It was altogether thirty years since 
the proprietress had died, and the original rats and mice had been 
suc.eeded by the three hundred and sixtieth generation of their 
grandchildren, when we turned up.

There were three of us: Theodore, G,, and myself. We had 
searched the Riviera during the past three weeks, from Marseilles 
to Menton and up the valleys of the Basses-Alpes and of the Alpes 
Maritimcs, for a suitable house to live in. Although our require
ments were very modest, we had not yet found the house we 
wanted. We wanted a house with a bathroom. G. is a sculptor; 
she wanted a room suitable as a studio, with windows which 
would fulfil certain conditions of light. She also wanted the house 
to be quiet, with no neighbours, and no wireless within a radius of 
fi\ e hundred yards, as she intended to make all the noise herself with 
her hamm. r and chisels. I wanted to finish the writing of a novel, so 
the house had to be old, with thick, solid w-alls, which would 
brille the sound of G .’s hammering; my room was to be furnished 
very simply and soberly, like a monk’s cell, yet with a certain 
touch of homely contort. Then we wanted an abode for Theodore. 
Theodore was a Ford born in 1929 and with the noble pedigm0 
of eight previous owners. The third owner had fitted him with

r ( S ) ® )  S C U M  OF TH E E A R T H  _ ( C J
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body, and the fifth owner with a new engine. I f  it isttV L  1 

jtjid human body is completely renewed every seven years by 
the continuous discarding and replacing of the cells constituting its 
vital organs, Theodore was a new car. The only inconvenience 
with him was that we had always to carry two gallons of water 
m the dickey to quench his thirst, for he was unable to contain 
his water in the radiator -  it escaped partly skywards in steam 
and froth and partly earthwards through sundry leaks. So the 
garage in the house we were looking for had to have an easy 
access, which would spare Theodore those jerky leaps back
ward and forward which particularly annoyed him -  after the 
third change of gear lie would get a fit of megalomania, and blow 
white steam, believing himself to be a locomotive. Besides, the 
exit to the garage had to be on a slope to help start the engine, for 
Theodore’s only response to the starter-knob was a few chuckles 
and hiccoughs, as if the knob tickled him. We loved Theodore 
very much; he was still rather good-looking, especially in profile.
 ̂We arrived at the Hotel St. Sebastien one morning at about 2 a.m. 

Everything was very dark and very quiet. We sounded our horn 
for some time and Theodore roared into the night like a hungry 
lion, until finally Mme. Corniglion appeared. Our acquaintance 
started with a mutual misunderstanding: we took the St. Sebastien 
lor a real hotel and Mme. Corniglion took us for rich summer 
tourists. But next morning, when she saw Theodore, a sudden 
cunning look came into her old peasant eyes. She sat down at 
our breakfast table and after some preliminary beating about the 
busn, and a furtive look round as if to make sure nobody was 
listening, she offered to let us a villa with a garden, a bathroom, a 
urge barn as garage, an unused reception-room as a studio, and 

a quiet little attic in v hich the gentleman could write his poetry, 
an ail modern conveniences. O f course, she would need a few' 

a)s to clean it and arrange it, as the house had stood empty lor 
a .ew weeks, owing to the illness of an aunt in Perigueux. We 

* a »ook at the house and liked it at once. It was exactly what 
we had been looking for.
W C ‘'^lecc  ̂ we would move into the house in three days, 

weic. to have our lunch and dinner at the Hotel St. Sdbastio ,

13
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wVpr^kfast would be brought by a maid who would come feyhlyJ 
Tnoeni'hg to clean up for us. We were to pay 30 francs per head 
a day, or £ 5  a month, for villa, garden, meals, service and vin a 
discretion -  that is to say, as much wine as we liked or were able to 
stand.

We intended to stay three or four months, and work and drink 
vin a discretion. We were very happy. We moved into the house in 
the beginning of August, 1939, about the time when the puppet 
Senate of Danzig decided its attachment to the Reich.

2 f

A company of shabby French soldiers was sitting in the sun on 
a wall covered with wild vine, dangling their legs. They rolled 
cigarettes and threw stones for a black mongrel dog. It was a 
funny little dog and they called it Daladier. l Vas-y,Daladier,’ they 
said, ‘depeche-toi. Cours, mon vieux,faut gagner ton bifteck.’ When we 
turned up in the car, they did hot seem embarrassed. They made 
sonic joking remarks about Theodore, steaming and spitting as 
usu .1 alter the brisk ascent, and then went on urging Daladier to 
run and earn his daily bifteck. They spoke French to us and to the 
dog, but amongst themselves they spoke a kind of Italian, the 
special Italian dialect which was the patois du pays.

All the sleepy, age-old mountain villages of the Maritime Alps 
north of the Riviera were now packed with soldiers -  grumbling, 
di inking red wine, playing belotte, and bored. We were on the 
road again, waiting for our house to be prepared for us; with poor 
Theodore, we climbed the tortuous by-roads indicated on the 
Michelin map by a dotted line with a green border -  the dotted 
line meant ‘danger’ and the green border ‘picturesque view’. 
There was Gorbio and St. Dalmas and St. Agnes and Valdeblore 
and Castellar -  they all looked the same; eagle nests on bare 
rocks, carved out of the rocks, built of the products of the decaying 
rocks, stone, and clay. lire houses, with stone walls as thick as 
medieval fortresses were built on different levels, the ground

i f  W)f \  S C U M  OF T H E  E A R T H  I zj  y
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\ ffS$T yffdne row on a level with the upper floor of the row V etis 
\Vttaat,re<it, and some of the streets were actually tunnels, c a n in g  

enormous vaults, cool and dim in the blazing sunshine, like 
Arabian skuks. But no one walked through these streets except a 
furtive cat, a herd of goats, or a very old woman in black, dry and 
twisted like the dead branches of an olive tree. When one climbed 
to the top of the village, one saw the neck-breaking serpentine 
road by which one had just come, and, two thousand feet below, 
the valley; and far behind the decreasing mountains, the sea with 
Nice and the Cap d’Antibes and Monte Carlo, veiled by the mist. 
There lay the Shore of Vanity, and here was the realm of the 
Sleeping Beauty; but of an Italian Sleeping Beauty of the moun
tain, lying hidden behind a rock, bare-footed, with dry mud 
between her toes, and tangled, black gypsy hair straggling over her 
young, yet wrinkled face, and a goat’s-skin bottle of acid red 
wine warming on the hot rock within reach. Thus we had found 
St. Agnes and Gorbio and Castellar a year before; but now the 
soldiers had invaded the mountains, they had stretched barbed 
ware across the pasture and installed machine-guns and field- 
kitchens on the olive-tree terraces. And they had woken the 
Sleeping Beauty by telling her that the French were going to fight 
die Italians because the Germans wanted a town in Poland. But, 
as she did not believe it, they offered her red wine and tickled her 
bare heels to pass the time.

r' 0 talkcci to many ot the-soldiers. They were sick of the war 
before it had started. They were peasants and harvest time was 
approaching; they wanted to go home and did not care a bean 
;ui anzig and the Corridor. The majority of them came from 
: he ttahan-speaking districts of the frontier region. They had 
become, in their habits of life, more French than they were cori- 

ious y awaie, they tnought that Mussolini avec sa grande gueule 
was a rather ridiculous figure and that all that Blackshirt business 

*C. 1 began Just bey °ud die next mountain ridge was a son of 
ar rhe>’ radier liked La France, but they did not
crc it { i °VC V'r ’ they ratIier disliked Hiller for all the unrest Ik, 
-euliv h !  thCy did not actuaUY hate him. The only thing they 

a  - v  a s  the idea ot war -  and of any sort of political creed
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VAjw fcji, might lead to war. And this was the point whercpyjp j 
descendants of Italian emigrants had become most strikingly 
French: they had acquired very quickly the average Frenchman’s 
conviction that politics were a racket, that to become a Deputy 
or Minister was only a form of earning one’s bifteck and rather a 
fat one at that; that all political ideals and ‘isms’ were a matter of 
salesmanship and that the only thing a sensible man could do was 
to follow the advice of Candide and cultivate one’s little garden.

Why, for what reason on earth, should they die for Danzig? The 
newspapers which they read -  the Eclaireur du Sud-Est and Paris- 
Soir and Petit Parisien -  had explained to them during all these 
years that it was not worth while to sacrifice French lives for the 
sake of the Negus or for the sake of some Schusehnigg or some 
Negrin or Dr. Benes. The newspapers had explained to them that 
only the warmongers of the Left wanted to precipitate France into 
such an abyss. They had explained to them that Democracy and 
Collective Security and the League of Nations were all beautiful 
ideas, but that anybody who wanted to stand up for these ideas 
was an enemy of France. And now the same newspapers all of a 
sudden wanted to convince them that their duty was to fight 
and die for things which only yesterday had not been worth 
fighting for; and they proved it with exactly the same arguments 
which only yesterday they had ridiculed and abused. Fortunately, 
the soldiers only read the crime and sporting pages. They had 
learned long ago that everything in the editorials was tripe and 
eyewash.

I wonder whether the French Command knew much about the 
morale of their troops. Perhaps they preferred not to investigate 
very closely and thought things would be all right once the actual 
lighting started. I have lost my diary with everything else in 
France, but I remember writing in it on the day when the invasion 
of Poland began: ‘This war starts morally in 1917. ’

1'here was only one consideration which prevented the average 
French soldio from looking at the war as complete madness and 
which gave him at least a vague notion of what it w'as about: 1 
mean the slogan, ‘lifaut en fund. His ideals had been gutted during 
the disastrous years of Bonnet-Laval-Flandin statesmanship; the

' G°̂%\
S C UM  OF TH E E A R T H
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^ e Munich era had destroyed any creed worthfcffiA*-^ 
^og forl but lie had been mobilised three times during the past few 
;. ears and he was sick of having to leave his job and his family 
every six months and to return after a few weeks, feeling ridiculous 
and cheated. It was time ‘pour enfinir' -  to put an end to it once and 
or all 7/./aut enfinir' was the only popular slogan, but it earned 

no real conviction. It was the grumbling of an utterly exasperated 
person rather than a programme for which to die. To fight a war 
on y foi the purpose of ending the danger of war is an absurdity 
-  as if a person condemned to sit on a powder-barrel should blow 

mself up deliberately, out of sheer annoyance at not bein^ 
allowed to smoke his pipe.

And on top of all this they did not, of course, believe that there 
reahy would be a war. It was just another bluff, and in due time 
there would be another Munich. The newspapers would again do 
a right-about turn, and nicely explain that it was not worth while 
oymg for Danzig. Marcel Deat had already done so in LCEuvre 
And so another lump of Europe's bleeding flesh would be thrown 
,°  the m°nster to keep him quiet for six months -  and another 
,UmP next spring and another next autumn. And, for all one

new-, in due time the monster might die a natural death of 
indigestion.

S ° far France had not fared too badly by sacrificing her allies. 
out est perdu sauj I'honneur, ’ a noble Frenchman had once said.

* ow he could say: ‘Nous n'avons rien perdu sauf I'honneur:

3
We moved into our house. It was a complete success.

Hotel c M 1 *°.r 'c ln ,bc morning Teresa, the maidservant at the 
nd -mi; i baSt‘ en’ Wou!d brinS  us our breakfast. She was a dark 
alai v nf’' .J ? Ung w°man w'ho worked sixteen hours a day for a 

busy, a,, \>0 laucs’ or 5s- 6d., a month. Sometimes Teresa was too 
lion’s d- 1 !' n T  ljreakfast would be brought by the Cornig- 

g iter, the schoolmistress, with freshly shaved upper-lip.
Be

n

Iff W ) v  i a g o n y  . ( c t



\^^®ftr,UH-eakfast we went to watch Teresa feed the pig in-tro-* 
Mihtiher-hous'j. The summer-house was so narrow that the pig 
could hardly turn round; just eat and digest and sleep. We had 
never seen such a fascinatingly disgusting pig. Then we walked 
knee-deep through the wet grass on the lawn and inspected our 
fig-tree. There wrere seventeen figs on the tree in different stages 
of ripeness, mostly on the topmost branches; we kept an eye on 
them and shot them down with stones when we judged them 
nearly ripe, before Mmc. Corniglion, who also had her eye on 
them, had time to collect them. Then we worked until noon, and 
walked down to the hotel for lunch and via a discretion. Then came 
the siesta, and work again until the hour of the aperitif. Theodore 
was allowed a long rest and slept peacefully in his barn; his tyres 
were deflated and he looked shrunken, like very old people do; 
from time to time we would sound the claxon to see whether he 
were still alive.

We were very happy. All was quiet in the country of the 
Sleeping Beauty. True, those noisy garrisons had woken her, 
but she was still drowsily rubbing her eyes and yawning and 
stretching, and just put out her tongue at the growling monster. 
No, there would be no war. We would sacrifice another piece of 
oar honneur -  who cares for honneur, anyway? -  and go on playing 
belotte And writing novels and carving stones, and cultivating 
our garden, like sensible people should do during their short stay 
ori this earth. Besides, Hitler couldn’t fight against the Soviets and 
the West simultaneously. And if the West made a firm stand this 
time, the Soviets would come in at once. There would be ho war. 
You had only to lepeat it sufficiently often, until you were sick of 
hearing yourself say it.

And all the time we knew that this was our last summer for a 
long time, and perhaps for ever.

By the middle of August green-and-yellow posters appeared on 
the town hall ot Roquebilliere, calling up the men of Categories 
3 and 4 to join then regiments within forty-eight hours. Little 
groups of people collected in front of the posteis, and the younger

li( W  Y v  S C UM  OF TH E E A R T H  ( g T
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Appeared at the village shop with swollen eyes, anch-Mr^ 
oidei' vvomen, the widows of 1914, walked down the street in their 
black clothes with a gloomy and triumphant look.

Then the annual kermcsse in honour of the local patron saint was 
cancelled. The dancing-floor was dismantled and the flagpoles 
pulled down.

And one Sunday morning a persistent cloud of dust hung in the 
air and a continuous confused noise of bleating and lowing and 
barking came down the hillside; the sheep and goats and cattle 
had* returned from their pastures on the Italian frontier. The 
whole village gathered at the bridge to see them pass. It was a 
long procession, with tired, cursing shepherds, and sheep bleating 
incessantly, pushing and jostling each other in a general and 
senseless panic. The people at the bridge looked as if they w'ere 
watching a funeral procession.

And yet there would be no war. We had to reassure, not only 
ourselves, but also the Corniglions and the village people who 
asked us our opinion; for, being foreigners and educated people, 
we must know. Our presence alone w'as a reassurance for them; 
if there had been a real danger ofwar, wc would have gone home. 
Every morning, after bringing us our breakfast and feeding the 
pig, icrcsa had to report to the butcher whether we really were 
still in the villa. We had become a sort of talisman for the people 
of Roquebilliere.

J he days passed. We tried to work. Telephone calls came from 
■ lends on the Riviera: they were leaving; everybody was leaving. 

Wc jeered at the paniquards. Last year at the time of Munich, G. 
had cut short her stay in Florence and I had cancelled a journey
]° Mexico at the last minute. This time we would not let ourselves 
bp fooled.

1 here were still five or six guests it the Hotel St. Scbasiien, who 
pai ked and 1 npacked their suitcases according to the latest news 
° n *‘1!' wireless: an asthmatic priest from Savoy, gloomy and 
congested-looking, who reminded one of those mediaeval raoun- 
ain cures in the uncanny novels of Georges Bernanos. Then an 

fro la" ' vine-merchant from Marseille” and a petty-officer’s widow
m ° u 0̂; with three plain but coquettish daughters, the eldest

• G0|feX .  N
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fits of hysterics. They all had their m -als together at 
tabie in the dining-room; we preferred to eat on the terrace, even 
when it rained, to escape their company. But we could not avoid 
the inmates of the asylum on the road below our villa. It was the 
regional asylum for the aged paupers, and for all cripples, village 
idiots, and harmless lunatics of the villages round about. It stood 
on the way from our villa to the hotel, and some of its inmates 
were always sitting in front of the institution on a wooden bench 
under a painted crucifix. There was Aunt Marie, knitting an 
invisible jumper with invisible wool; and the other old woman, 
wagging her shrunken head, not much larger than a grape-fruit; 
and a third one, making faces and telling a funny story to which 
nobody listened; and a silent, always neatly dressed man with 
beautiful hands and a noseless death’s head.' We had to pass them 
four times a day, on our way to the St. Sebastian and back, and 
they always stared at us in visible disgust. During daytime we 
tried not to notice; but we did not like walking past the asylum 
at night.

It was a strange place, Roquebilliere. The houses destroyed by 
the landslide in 1926 had never been rebuilt and the debris had 
not been cleared away. Although the disaster had happened 
thirteen years before, half of the village consisted of the empty 
shells of abandoned houses and heaps of rubbish. They said there 
was no money to reconstruct it and to clear away the rubbish, but 
they had erected a large marble slab, like a war memorial, at the 
entry of the village, with all the names of the victims carved on 
it, mostly Corniglions.

They seemed to cherish the memory of la catastrophe. When we 
were still new to Roquebilliere and heard the standard expression, 
'l l  a peri pendant la casta strophe', uttered with a certain pride, we 
thought they meant the War of 1914. The inscription on the 
marble slab was composed in a tone of patriotic reproach. They 
felt that God had assumed a debt towards Roquebilliere, and that 
he alone could be expected to do something about it.

In the year after-the, landslide, however, some of the younger 
men of Roquebillie re embarked upon a truly extraordinary enter
prise. They had heard of the rain of gold pouring down on the

|if Jj| y f  S C U M ' O F  T H E E A R T H  ( p T
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\ V ^ ^ p|x  and they wondered why the same thing shouklkJJl-N 

happen in the valley of the Vesubie. They had received a fail sum 
from departmental and Government relief funds; so, instead of 
rebuilding Old Roquebilliere, they decided to build a New 
Roquebilliere a mile or so across the valley on the other side 
°f 'he Vesubie, and to make it a fashionable holiday resort, a 
kind of Juan-lcs-Pins or Grasse. They found some estate agents 
to back them up and got to work. Two years Iater new signposts 
appeared all along the road from St. Martin du Var up the 
Valley:

TO U RISTES!

V lS IfE Z  LA NOUVELLE ROQUEBILLIERE,
LA  PERLE DE L A  VESUBIE—a 4 Kim.

fhe Pearl of the Vesubie had about 150 inhabitants, but 
accommodation for 500 tourists. T here were three hotels and an 

merican bar, two fancy shops and another shop for souvenirs, 
aat  ̂u n hall with an electric clock like a railway station. Every
thing was ready for the tourists, but the tourists did not come.

tey waited for them, first hopefully, then with growing despair, 
am finally tney resigned themselves. Some of the pioneers went 
iac to Old Roquebilliere, the others just stayed on. Like ghosts 

ut  ̂ ca sei ted gold-digging town of Alaska, thev shuffled through 
fhc asPhait streets, past the closed American bar and the closed 
anc  ̂ shops. Ih ey  had as much use for the pretentious town they 
U e ln as a ^elsh miner’s wife for an evening dress; but it had 

t h i ' , Ved Up all tlieir money and there was none left to tidy up 
. e te l *s °i 'heir former home; so they put their Iasi pennies 
t o t - '  an<̂  erec'e<f  the marble memorial as a double reproach

rnis  ̂ cfu*'e a time to discover that the main reason for die
rack' Ulaes ot Roquebilliere was its climate. The mornings were 

5Ut at ahout four in the afternoon the sky over the valley 
tired' ĉolTje Src>' and leaden. The atmospheric tension made us 

ani initable; once a week a crashing thunderstorm would

21



\-S-4§Mpil\je sky, but usually all the promising thunder and Hgl^^ligJ 
ended ir a miscarriage and the oppression remained.

Perhaps it was all the fault of the ogre -  an enormous dark 
mountain on the other side of the valley, obstructing and dominat
ing it and bending over it, as if to watch malevolently from above 
the clouds what was going on down below. The ogre had a 
strange outline; a large crack in the rock had thrown open its 
huge, man-eating mouth, with a single jagged tooth sticking out 
of the gaping lower jaw. We could escape the newspapers, switch 
oft' the wireless, and turn away our eyes when we passed the 
lunatics -  but the ogre was always there, especially at night, 
watching us and watching the valley.

This Roquebilliere had become a sinister, depressing place. 
Perhaps it had always been so, but now we saw it with different 
eyes. We knew it was our last summer, and everything around us 
assumed a dark, symbolical meaning. Yet it was still August, and 
the sun was still vigorous and bright and the figs still went on 
ripening in our garden. We had never loved France as we loved 
it in those late August days; we had never been so achingly con
scious of it- sweetness and decay.

4
I  am definitely Continental: that is, I always feel the urge to 

underline a dramatic situation by a dramatic gesture. G. is 
definitely English: that is, she always feels the urge to suppress 
the original urge; and usually this second reflex precedes the first.

When, on August 23rd, I saw the inconspicuous Havas message 
on the third page of the Eclaireur du Sud-Est, saying that a treaty 
of non-aggression had been signed between Germany and the 
Soviet, I began beating my temples with my fist. The paper had 
just arrived. I had opened it while we were walking down to the 
St. Sdbastien for lunch. ‘What is the matter?' said G. ‘This is the 
end,’ I said. ‘Stalin has joined Hitler.’ ‘He would,’ said G., and 
that was all.

(§1 w K f  S C U M  OF T H E  E A R T H  I n y
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to explain to her what it meant -  to the world in 
X jw f ^ /me and my friends in particular. What it meant to tha» 

better, optimistic half of humanity which was called Left because 
it believed in social evolution and which, however opposed to the 
methods employed by Stalin and his disciples, still consciously or 
unconsciously belived that Russia was the only promising social 
experiment in this wretched century. I myself had been a Com
munist for seven years; I had paid dearly for it; I had left the 
Party m disgust just eighteen months ago. Some of my friends 
had done the same; some were still hesitating; many of them had 
been shot or imprisoned in Russia. We had realised that Stalinism 
had soiled and compromised the Socialist Utopia just as the 
Mediaeval Church had soiled and compromised Christianity; that 
Trotsky, although more appealing as a person, was in his methods 
no better than his opponent; that the central evil of Bolshevism 
was its unconditional adaptation of the tenet that the End justifies 
the Means; that a well-meaning dictatorship ol the Torquemada- 
Robespierre-Stalin ascendancy was even more disastrous in its 
effect that a naked tyranny of the Neronian type; that all the 
parties of the Left had outlived their time, and that one day a new 
movement was to emerge from the deluge, w'hose preachers would 
probably wear monks’ cowls and walk barefoot on the roads of a 
Europe in ruins. W'e had realized all this and had turned our 
backs to Russia, yet wherever we turned our eyes for comfort we 
found none; and so, in the back of our minds there remained a 
faint hope that perhaps and alter all it was we who were in the 
wrong and that in the long run it was the Russians who were in 
the right. Our feelings towards Russia were rather like those of a 
man who has divorced a much-beloved wife; he hates her and yet 

is a sort of consolation for him to know that she is still there, on 
the same planet, still young and alive.

But now she was dead. No death is so sad and final as the 
death of an illusion. The first moment after receiving a blow one 

oes nof suffer; but one knows already that soon the suffering will 
sfait. While I was reading that Hava; notice, I w'as not depressed, 
on y cx°ited; but I knew that I would be depressed to-morrow and 
tne day after to-morrow, aiid that this feeling of bitterness would

----- \  r
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V\|iot leave me for months and perhaps for years to come; ancriirmr^ 
millions of people, representing that more optimistic half of 
humanity, would perhaps never recover from tiiis depression, 
although not consciously aware of its reason. Every period has 
its dominant religion and hope; only very rarely, in its darkest 
momenrs, has humanity been left without a specific faith to live 
and die for. A war was to be fought. They would fight, the men 
of the Left, but they would fight in bitterness and despair; for it 
is hard for men to fight if they only know what they are fighting 
against and not what they are fighting for.

This is what I tried to explain to G., who was born in the year 
of the Treaty of Versailles and could not understand why a man 
of thirty-five should make such a fuss at the funeral of his illusions -  
belonging, as she did, to a generation with none.

Next morning, August 24th, the news had spread from the third 
to the front page. We were spared none of the details. We read 
about von Ribbentrop’s lightning visit to Moscow and about his 
cordial reception -  and I remembered what fun our Party papers 
had made of the ex commercial traveller in champagne who had 
been promoted chief diplomatic salesman of Genuine Old Red 
Scare, bottled in Chateau Berchtesgaden. We learned all the 
picturesque details of how the swastika had been hoisted over the 
Moscow aerodrome and how the band of the revolutionary Army 
had played the Hoist Wessel song -  and I remembered the 
whispered explanations of the Party officials after the execution of 
Tuchachevsky and the other Red Army leaders. The official 
explanation (Version A, for the pious and simple-minded) stated 
that they were ordinary traitors; Version B (for the intelligentsia 
and for inside use) informed us that, although not exactly traitors, 
they had advocated a policy of understanding with the Nazi 
against the Western Democracies; so, of course, Stalin was right to 
shoot them. We learned of the monstrous paiagraph 3 of the new 
treaty,1 t direct encouragement to Germany to attack Poland -

1 The classical form for non-aggression treaties had been so far to promise 
neutrality should the partner be attacked by a third Power: in the Soviet-German 
Treaty lor the first time neutrality was promised should the partner be involved 
in a  war.

e°^%\
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• Avdndered how this time the Party was to explain this
VyhSH^yphient of Socialist statesmanship to the innocent masses. 

Next morning we knew it: Humanite, official organ of the French 
Communist Party, explained to us that the new treaty was a 
supreme effort of Stalin to prevent the threatening imperialist war. 
Oh, they had an explanation ready for every occasion, from the 
extension of capital punishment to the twelve-year-old to the 
abolition of the Soviet workers’ right to strike and to the one- 
party-election-system; they called it ‘revolutionary dialectics’ and 
reminded one of those conjurers on the stage who can produce an 
e8Lr from every pocket of their frockcoats and even out of the harm
less onlooker’s nose. They explained everything sc well that old 
i leinrich Mann, at one time a great ‘sympathiser’ , shouted to 
Dahlern, leader of the German Communists, during a committee 
meeting: ‘It you go on asking me to realize that this table here is 
a fishpond, then I am afraid my dialectical capacities are at an end.’ 

Poor old Heinrich Mann — and Andre Gide and Romain 
Rolland and Dos Passos and Bernard Shaw: I wondered how they 
would react to the news. How clever those conjurers had been o 
pioduce eggs out of the noses of the intellectual elite all over the 
woild. And all the old workers of Citroen and the young workers 
in the dungeons c f the Gestapo and the Members of the Left 
c,0'Jk Club in Bournemouth and the dead in the mass-graves of 
op.dn -  we had all been taken in all right by the greatest farce the 
world had ever seen.

It was a bright, sunny day, this August 24th, 1940. I read the 
paper as usual while we were walking down to the St. Sebastien for 
unch. I gesticulated and spoke very loudly. Aunt Marie, sitting 

5!t the sun and knitting busily her invisible jumper, gave us a 
shocked look as we passed the asylum.

5
Iheie was an exhibition of Spanish painters in the Musce 
1 10na ê in Geneva. It consisted of the works from the Prado,
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been sent to Switzerland by the Spanish GovcrnJftM ^ 
"dhnirig the civil war. The exhibition was to be closed on August 
31st; G. wanted to see it. I tried to persuade her that it was foolish 
to go abroad when the war might start from one day to anothci. 
But she said: Just because of that; it was perhaps her last chance 
to see the works of the Prado and nothing should prevent her 
doing it. So she left -  on Friday, August 25th, exactly one week 
before the Germans invaded Poland. She was probably the only 
person in Europe at that time who went abroad to sec the exhibi
tion in Geneva.

I saw her to the cross-country bus for Nice, which was packed 
with panic-stricken people evacuated from the frontier zone; I 
shoved her small suitcase on top of the heap of mattresses, frying- 
pans and canary cages on the roof; then the bus left.

It was five oclock in the afternoon; I walked slowly back to our 
villa. So far G .’s presence had protected me from becoming fully 
conscious of what was going on. She had the post-Versailles 
generation’s typical way of taking for granted that this world was 
a hopeless mess; but this innate lack of illusions, instead of maxing 
her cynical, produced a sort of cheerful fatalism which made me, 
with my chronic political despair, feel like a sentimental, middle- 
aged Don Quixote. She had ridiculed me for drugging myself by 
buying all available newspapers and listening to all available 
stations on the wireless; and this fear of appearing ridiculous had 
a rather sedative effect. But now I was left alone and fell back 
into the grip of the drug.

On Saturday, August 26th, new posters appeared on the Town 
Hall: Categories 2, 6 and 7 were called up simultaneously. This 
meant practically general mobilization; there wras but one 
category of reservists left., I spent nearly the entire day in the 
Corniglions’ kitchen, where the wireless set was installed next to 
the large, old-fashioned kitchen range. The widow' with the three 
daughters and the wine merchant and the asthmatic priest had 
all left the day before, the St. Sebastien had ceased to be an ho*el 
and had become a farmhouse again, Teresa had taken off her shoes 
and stockings, and the wireless had returned to the kitchen. While 
Mine. Corniglion cooked on the kitchen range and old Ettori

• 6o^ N .
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\^xx"tmk Lis pint of wine, I iranslatcd to them the news from

n<-! i.ondon; the odds for peace and war seemed now to change 
rom hour to hour, and old Ettori said it reminded him of the way 

his grandmother used to cure his chilblains, by making him put his 
feet alternately in a bucket of cold and in a bucket of hot water. 
In the afternoon more evacuees came from the frontier, in packed 
cars, lorries and mule-carts; their luggage consisted mainly of 
mattresses and frying-pans, as if to demonstrate that humanity was * 
going to be reduced to the mere satisfaction of her twro primary 
needs. Late in the evening a telegram from G. came from Geneva, 
announcing her return for to-morrow, Sunday, night. I was 
relieved and had at the same time a feeling of mild I-told- 
you-so superiority: the telegram sounded neither fatalistic nor 
cheerful.

I had given up all efforts to force myself to work. Curiously 
enough, the novel which I was writing had its setting in Russia, 
more exactly in a Soviet prison;1 a few days before I had just 
finished a long dialogue, in the course of which the investigating 
magistrate says:

VVe did not recoil from betraying our friends and compro
mising with our enemies, in order to preserve the Bastion. That 
was the task which history has given us, the representatives of 
tne iirst victorious revolution.’

It was no coincidence -  just the hidden logic of events. Yet I 
wondered whether Cassandra felt any happier when the logic of 
events actually brought the Greeks to Troy.

So I  spent most of the next day Sunday, the 2 7 th - in  the 
Corniglions’ kitchen. Old Corniglion, too, for the first time 

mce days immemorial, had not gone to work in his fields; he sat 
mAt to the hearth, looking miserable and oddly out of place. I 

ec°me part ol the family; we sat mostly in mournful 
™ ce’ a gathering of casualties of the guerre des neifc.

G j tei t̂ nner ~ started up our weary Theodore to go . nd fetch 
traj 1 111 r l̂e ra’lway station in Nice. I had plenty of time; thr 

was only due to arrive at about midnight; so I chose a 
1 Darkness at N obn, Jonathan Cape, London, 1940.
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secondary road over a mountain pass which we had always in 
tended to explore. It was a moonlit night, the road u.tterl 
deserted and the villages I passed already asleep, with only ai 
occasional window lit by an oil lamp inside. I stopped Theodore 
on the top of the pass and let the moonlight and the silence and 
the mountain air envelope us like a cool and soothing bath; and 
I remembered nights like this driving home to Malaga from the 
Andalusian front; and I wondered how soon we all would again 
curse the full moon and the stars, and pray for nights with fog and 
rain to hide the men of the earth from the men prowling between 
the clouds.

We descended on Nice about midnight. I had to wait for 
nearly an hour for the train, which was, of course, late - 1 
think trains always rejoice in wars, which provide them with an 
excuse to shake off the wearisome fetters of the time-table and 
proceed at last at their leisure. There was an elderly Riviera- 
Eriglishman on the platform, waiting for his wife and children to 
arrive; after pacing up and down for half an hour past one another, 
we had a drink together at the buffet. He was as depressed as I, 
and confessed that, although for years he had been furious because 
we didn’t make a stand against the Axis, now that we were at last 
going to do it, he could hardly suppress a shameful wish to go on 
with the old, disastrous muddle. ‘I know it is idiotic and criminal, 
yet I almost want to say: For God’s sake give that bastard all he 
asks for -  Danzig and Eupen and colonies and what not, and let 
us hear no more about him.’ I confessed that I was afraid most of 
us were liable to the same sort of suicidal temptation:

‘It is the old story of going to the dentist to have a tooth extracted 
-  at the moment of ringing the bell it stops aching, and all of a 
sudden one wonders1 whether it is worth while suffering the agony 
ol the operation. Yet if we do not, the infection will gain the jaw, 
and eventually the whole body.’ I thought it was quite a good 
metaphor, but it did not sound convincing.

Eventually G. arrived, and on the way back we decided to stop 
pretending and go home to Paris next day. She had travelled 
about thirty-six hours to Geneva and back, and could only spend 
two or three in the Exhibition -  yet she didn’t regret the trouble

(if W )») S C U M  OF T H E  E A R T H  V f l T

23



f i(  A G O N Y  ( n y

quite content to have at least had a sight of' the 
treasures, l ’or me in her place, the pleasure of seeing what I could 
"ee would have been poisoned by the regret of missing what I
ouldn’t.

6

And so, after all, we too started packing.
It took us all the next day, and it was a melancholy business, G. 

had portrayed me in clay, and the life-sized head had to be 
stowed with much care and fuss in the depths of Theodore, and 
secured against the impact of the rest of the luggage. We even
tually brought it safely to Paris with onlv one ear missing and the 
tps smeared together into a Mephistophelian grin -  and it was 

. grinning still when the Gestapo took it away in a removal van ten 
months later, together with my manuscripts, "books, and furniture, 
rugs and lamps included, from my Paris flat.

We dawdled over our packing, stiil hoping that some miracle 
might happen at the last minute, which would allow us to unpack 
again. How many people in Europe turned on the wireless on 
that Tuesday morning, August 29th, in the secret hope that over- 
mght a benevolent stroke had killed the man whose disappearance 
would perhaps enable them to carry on with their mediocre and, 
ln retrospect, oh, so pleasant existence? Instead, they were 
admonished in every language of the world to gird up their loins.

uey sighed, incredulous; they had lived so long unde*' the Sign 
0 the Umbrella that they found it difficult to believe that the Age 

• ol the Sword had come.
Wc finally left on Tuesday evening, when» all pretexts to post- 

pone our departure had been exhausted.
^c,,; wcre still three figs left on the tree in our garden. When 

^e had manoeuvred through the gate and turned our heads, the 
wan t Cd aIready as though no one had ever lived within its 
e a s' ™ c passed the asylum, but the bench under the crucifix was 

Marie and the man with the death’s head had gone 
L‘ ^  e rolled over the bridge and waved to the Corniglions,
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but 1 hey did not see us; they were probably gathered lor drmTCT̂  
in the kitchen, sitting by the hearth. The street was empty 
and none of the people of Roquebilliere were there to wave u. 
good-bye.

I stepped on the gas and we sped out of the village, feeling lik< 
deseriers. While I write these lines, the Blackshirts arc sitting in 
the garden of the Prince’s late mistress; they have probably killed 
the pig and picked the figs from the trees and put Teresa in the 
family way.

We passed the night in a deserted hotel in a deserted Nice; and 
all through the night, we heard the plaintive neighing of horses 
which had been requisitioned for the Army and stood crowded 
together under the archways of the Casino Municipal. We had 
intended next day to push on our homeward way as far as Avignon; 
but early in the morning I went down to buy the Eclaireur dtt 
Sud-Esf, and when I had finished reading the editorial I ran up 
the stairs like a madman to break to G. the news that there would 
be no w’ar.

The Iulaireur w’as one of the important provincial -newspapers of 
France, outspokenly sympathetic towards the La Rocque and 
D oj iot movements, and supported the policy of Bonnet (who was 
still Minister of Foreign Affairs). In the previous weeks, during 
the dramatic crescendo of the European crisis, it had taken a line 
of uncompromising firmness towards Hitler’s Polish demands -  
according to the mots d’ordres from the Quai d’Orsay. In times of 
emergency, the Quai d’Orsay always exercised a kind of silently 
accepted dictatorship over the Press, which showed in such 
moments a considerable capacity for national discipline.

And now on this Wednesday, August 30th, when the German 
ultimatum to Poland was already on its way, the Eclaireur du 6'ud- 
Est suddenly advocate'! peace at any price. There was nothing 
in the German demands, it said, which could not be settled by 
peaceful negotiation. I remember particularly one sentence which 
said that it was time to abandon a certain number of outworn 
conceptions and alliances, and dig deep in our pockets if we 
wanted to ensure a really lasting peace. And so on over two 
columns, in heavy type, large spacing, front page.
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X^Mt^cmcd impossible that the editorialist of the paper had da fee 

to write this off his own bat, at the climax of the crisis. Something 
must have happened during the night; the article was obviously 
inspired from high quarters. The Paris morning papers would not 
arrive until late in the evening and the wireless gave only news 
bulletins without commentary. Had I not been a journalist, I 
would probably not have paid much attention to the article; but 
as I knew how carefully a sensatioral statement of this sort would 
be concocted in the Editor’s office, I was convinced that Bonnet 
had once more sacrificed the honneur of France and that the war 
was called off.

Twenty-four .hours later the Eclaireur published a tortuous 
apology and became firm and patriotic again. As to its readers,
I wondered how M. Dupont was going to die, if he was to die, in 
the defence of liberty, after this kind of moral preparation. It 
" ’as only after the collapse of France, when a stupefied world 
learned how France’s Minister for Foreign Affairs had tried to 
double-cross his Allies and his own Premier in the very last six 
hours before he declared war, that I realized the meaning and the 
background of that typical episode.

Anyhow, the Eclaireur had provided us with a pretext to linger 
for another couple of days on the Mediterranean; so, instead of 
leaving for Paris, w< went in the opposite direction, towards 
Mentone, to pay a visit to a friend -  a vaguely Turkish princess 
who had married an official of the Casino in Monte Carlo and 
ran an unpretentious hotel on the Cap Martin. We arrived about 
tea-time to find the last guest gone, and the princess and M. 
Robert, the ex-croupier, quarrelling hysterically. In the course of 
the discussion, it transpired that they were never married and that 
die Turkish princess apparently had an Italian passport and, 
fearing internment, threatened M. Robert to leave for Italy if he 
didn't marry her immediately. Eventually the discussion was 
postponed and we all listened to the wireless.

At dinner a friend of M. Robert’s turned up, a M. de Some
thing, who had been mobilized a few days before and was posted 
in one of the frontier forts near by. He wore a crumpled lieutenant ' 
uniform, and was unshaven and bad-tempered. He complained
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ofEiti/baeaille -  disorder -  in the fortress, the dampness o f 'm r\ S  wt 1 05 , . , , , . . i i iconcrete, which gave the men rheumatic pams, and told us an 
incredible story to the effect that more than half of the shells in 
the munition depot were the wrong size and did not fit the guns. 
At that time I did not believe it, but later on I heard several 
stories of the same kind, particularly about the blockhouses of the 
so-called Extended Ma'ginot Line.

After a few glasses of wine, the lieutenant cheered up a little and 
explained to us that, in the event of Italy remaining neutral, she 
would be presented with an ultimatum, to let the French troops 
pass for an outflanking attack on Germany. He said he knew 
this from a most reliable source; and he had even heard of a 
bon mot by Gamelin himself:

T o  force my way through a hostile Italy,’ the Generalissimo 
had said, T need ten divisions. To secure the frontier against a 
neutral Italy, I need fifteen divisions. To help an allied Italy out 
of the mess, I need twenty divisions. So let’s declare war on 
them.’

Next morning the Gendarmerie at Gap Martin was pasted all 
over with post is on black-out regulations and air raid precautions.
I drove to a garage and had the headlights painted blue. Poor 
Theodore looked like a blind old man with blue spectacles out of 
The Beggar’s Opera.

The Cap Martin, a tongue of land stretched towards the 
Italian shore, was buzzing with troops, lorries, and armoured cars. 
Si:; light tanks stood tidily parked on the parking place in front of 
the Hotel Splendide, looking like wolves in a shecp-peil. The 
elegant sheep of the mechanical fauna had mainly disappeared, 
requisitioned for the Army.

At lunch we learned the details of the German ultimatum. Then 
we got hold of the Eclaireur. It was eating its words of the previous 
day and bursting with gloire and bellicosity. So now it really was 
time to leave. We said good-bye to the princess and M. Robert, 
and set out on the road to Paris.

The night from Thursday to Friday we had to spend in St. 
Tropez, owing to a scries of punctures. Next morning we went on 
and stopped for lunch in Le Lavandou. We found a place called

■ e°^s\
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N^^^K^Sraui'ant des P6cheurs’ -  one of those enchanting filtld tJifcJ 
Which^make one remember meals in France like gaily-coloured 
landmarks of the past. We had a bouillabaisse with mussels and 
langouste and saffron, and an omelette aux fines hcrbes which made 
one smell the wet grass of an Alpine meadow in the sunshine; and 
then the waitress came in with the entrecote, and said in a flat voice, 
while arranging the dishes on the table: ‘They have just announced 
on the wireless that early this morning the Germans opened fire 
on Poland. The Government has decreed general mobilization.1

There was only an old couple in the restaurant apart from its, 
sitting at a neighbouring table. They were both in black, and the 
woman, with protruding, red-veined eyes, nodded to us in mourn
ful reproach. She had eaten and drunken an enormous amount 
without losing her mournful look -  the type of Frenchwoman who 
already as a bride has the future widow w'riiten on her face. She 
went on nodding at us in silence, and it seemed to me that with 
her appraising eyes she tried to divine what G. would look like 
with a black veil. One felt that a great time began for her now, a 
sort of rndian summer blooming, nourished by the black saps of 
general despair.

It was at that moment -  at i p.m. on Friday, September tst, 
r939> at the Restaurant des Pecheuts at Lavandou -  that the war 
began for us. In my memory that hour is marked as a thin black 
line, like the Equator on a map, separating the sphere of the 
pieasant and trivial Past from the age of the Apocalypse, which is 
still the Present.

/

We arrived at Toulon in the afternoon, its narrow, tortuous 
streets in hectic effervescence. In the hall of the Havas building a 
crowd had gathered to read the latest news, but there was very 
littl0 discussion and nothing in the atmosphere which could be 
compared with that of the drunken crowds of the August days 

1914. Wc drove to a garage to buy a new tyre, and there 
the patronne told us triumphantly that Fiance had presented a
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X "«^W cn ncd ultimatum to Italy, that French troops had penefratro 
twenty miles into Italian territory, that King Victor Emmanuel 
had abdicated in favour of Prince Umberto, obviously with the 
view of removing Mussolini from his post. The news came Irom 
a so-to-speak official source: the adjudant from the Gendarmerie, a 
friend of her husband’s, had just told her. At first we. were rather 
incredulous; but she told the story so convincingly and with such 
matter-of-fact details, that finally I too was convinced. So, at last, 
alter seven years of humiliation and disgrace, the hour of the 
Democracies had come: they*had struck — and with what speed, 
with what efficiency! I became quite drunk with joy and explained 
solemnly to G. that this was more than a strategic move -  it was 
a turning point in history, the renaissance of the era of Liberalism.
I was anno;; d when she remained sceptical.

My illusions lasted until Aix-en-Provence, where we arrived just 
in time to hear the trite, colourless communiques of the eight 
o’clock news. It was very depressing. For the first time in this 
war I had been taken in by a bobard -  a false rumour -  and, 
in spite of the professional caution of one who had been a news
paper coiTcspondent since the age of twenty, it happened several 
times again; the last time w'as shortly after the fall of Paris, w'hen 
for a few hours people all ov6r France believed that the longed- 
for miracle had come to pass and Russia had declared war on 
Germany. Each time the oobard was set rolling so cleverly, with 
the psychological moment so well chosen, and so devastating in the 
moral effect caused by the disappointment, that the assumption of 
deliberate Fifth Column w’ork was hard to dismiss, even for people 
with no fondness for spy stories.

The cafes in Aix were crowded; there were a lot of soldiers about 
and quite a number of them were drunk; they looked, in their 
unbecoming uniform., Made of a very inferior material, and with 
their'traditionally unshaven faces -  hence the word poilu -  as it 
they had already been in the forefront of the battle. We sat down 
on a terrasse, but to hear the news bulletin I had to go to the 
manager’s office; it was surprising that nobody else had the same 
idea. On the terra,se of the next-door cafe there was a loud-speaker, 
but nobody listened to it; the xrews was drowned in the general
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and this at a time when France’s declaration 
WaSTb be expected from hour to hour. Apparently people had 
given up hope of learning anything from M. Giraudoux’s lament
able news service, and they were sick of listening to those futile, 
tortuous communiques and lame speeches, in which they were 
constantly admonished in a schoolmasterly, wrangling tone to 
trust their leaders (including M. Bonnet), and not to ask silly 
questions.

We found in Aix some new and partly contradictory posters 
concerning the requisitioning of cars’freshly pasted on the walls, 
and we had to drive all around the town until finally we found 
the requisitioning commission sitting at the Cavalry Barracks; but 
when they had had a look at Theodore, they said with a shudder 
that we could continue on our way to Paris and report to the 
commission there.

So we drove off to Avignon in the dark with our completely 
blind headlights. In those prehistoric days the more refined 
devices for dimming the lights did not yet exist, but we were notv 
in a nervous hurry to get to Paris, and thence on to London, where 
I was to enlist in the Army; I felt in a way guilty about all that 
dawdling ol the last few days, and drove at the relatively neck
breaking speed of thirty miles an hour.

But from Avignon onwards, next morning, we met a practically 
uninterrupted stream of Army transpofts and could only advance 
ln J ,Jmps and jerks. For miles on end we passed a procession of 
tanks, armoured cars, lorries transporting troops, field guns and 
motorized cavalry, all streaming down from Lyons to the Italian 
-iontier; and behind and in front of us was a similarly uninter
rupted file of north-bound, empty lorries obviously coming back 
to fetch more troops. All this was an encouraging sight; all the more 
so .is such a large display of mechanized forces seemed clearly to 
in icate offensive movement against Italy; so perhaps after all that
oo ,am we had heard in Toulon had only been an anticipation of 
events to come.

* l|lu  byons we were clear of the traffic and spent the night in a 
o 1,1 *he valley ol the Loire. The next day was' Sunday,

i em -cr trd; we had lunch in Pouilly, in a sunny garden
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yV^JIIIeQMng the river and surrounded by vineyards. It was 
^^MtHaefore Paris; in a few liours we would reach our journey s 

end. We had smoked ham and a bottle of Pouilly fuisse, the ’.vine 
that makes you happy and wise like no other wine in the world. 
We looked at the river, and emptied the bottle to the last drop; 
and then, shortly before Melun we met two cars with people who 
shouted excitedly to us; and when we stopped a mile furthei on to 
fill up, the woman at the petrol tank told us that Biitain nad 
declared war on Germany.

On the last fifty miles to Paris the road was practically blocked 
by people running away from the capital in their cars and in 
taxis. Everybody believed that the Germans would bomb Paris 
immediately after the declaration of war, or even beiore; and 
everybody expected they would use some horrible new invention, 
and was obsessed by the idea of poison gas. 1 here were only a few 
cars which fought their way with us against the stream; the dis
order of this first exodus from Paris gave a tragic foretaste of that 
second one which was to take place ten months later and seal the 
fate of France.

We arrived at my flat in Paris at four o’clock in the afternoon. 
When I shook hands with our old concierge, she gave me a strange 
look. At first I thought it was only the general excitement, but 
when I handed her the bottle of Pouilly we had brought her, she 
took me to a corner of her loge, so that G, should not hear:

‘ I am not allowed to tell you,’ she said, but you had bettei lea\ c 
at once. The police were here at 2 a.m. this morning; they have 
taken away Dr. Freeman handcuffed and they w'anted to arrest 
you too.’

8

Dr. Freeman occupied the flat next door to mine to the left. He 
v as a doctor of medicine, and suffering from tuberculosis in an 
advanced stage. He had been staying for the last three months in 
a sanatorium in Switzerland, had rushed back to Paris to enrol as 
a volunteer in the French Army, and had been arrested on the very

i f  \v S C U M  OF T H E  E A R T H  I r j T
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hi* arrival. He was a political refugee and his loyaU^tl) A 

1‘rarice was beyGnd doubt; but he was of German origin and so, 
after all, there might have been some explanation lor his arrest.

As to myself, there was none. I am of Hungarian nationality, 
and Hungary was a neutral state; my parting with Communism 
one and a half years ago had given rise to certain comments in 
Left circles; and if the French secret police knew that I had been 
a Communist previous to 1938, they must equally well know that 
I was one no longer, and that I had even been repeatedly attacked 
by Communist papers as a ‘supporter of Imperalism’.

I was convinced that the whole matter was a mistake and that 
the best thing to do was to go straight to the police and ask them 
what they wanted of me. So we got back into the car and drove 
to the police station of my quarter. Before I went in, I told G. 
that if they really had a warrant against me they might possibly 
keep me for a while, or even send me to prison for a few days, 
until the matter was cleared up. G. was slightly bewildered and 
we took somewhat sentimental leave of each other; then I walked 
into the lion’s den.

Inside, there was a commissaire who knew me, thanks to Theo
dore’s frequent misbehaviour on the public road, which had 
already cost me a few hundred francs. I greeted him with a bon 
jour which I tried to make sound as casual as possible. ‘Bon jour,' 
he said. ‘The French declaration of war has just come through. I 
am very busy. What can I do for you?’

I could not give away my old concierge -  since the days of Fouche 
all the concierges of Paris are supposed to collaborate with the police 
and use a professional discretion. I f  I told them that she had 
warned me, she might get into serious trouble. So I said t< the 
commissaire that I had just arrived from the Cote d’Azur and 
thought that, being a foreigner, I had better report to the police. 
And with that I handed over my identity card -  in case he should 
have forgotten my name. He examined the card with a professional 
g ante and said, rather annoyed: ‘I really don’t see what you want. 
here?1, ^°U l^ 'n  ̂ vvou^  happen if all foreigners came running

V\hen G. saw me coming out of the station, hardly five minutes
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N V a ie ^ iia d  gone in, she was rather disappointed; she said shtejMdJ 
been looking forward so much to see me being marched off by an 
armed escort. (Later, when her wish was fulfilled, she did not 
enjoy it.)

I spent the night in my flat and nothing happened. Next day 
we went to the Prefecture de Police -  the Paris Scotland Yard; if the 
local police station did not know, at headquarters they would 
know about this mysterious affair. I had a welcome pretext, for 
my identity card would expire in a few days and had in any 
case to be prolonged. And for that purpose, I supposed they 
had to look up my dossier. Once more we said farewell, and 
once more I came back twenty minutes later, feeling vaguely 
guilty towards G., and with my identity card prolonged, stamps 
and all.

The drSle de guerre had begun; the days went on and nothing 
happened to me. Perhaps our good concierge had been dreaming? 
But she was not the kind of person to dream. And Dr. Freeman 
had disappeared without a trace. It was only a fortnight later 
that we learned that he was in the Sante Prison, kept in solitary 
confinement and prevented from consulting a solicitor or com
municating with the outside world. This sounded bad enough. 
And there were other things of a similar kind: inexplicable arrests 
of apparently harmless people, who were dragged at night from 
their oeds, handcuffed, beaten up, and clapped into a prison cell, 
without being interrogated and without being allowed legal 
support. They v. ere not Germans — all Germans, tefugees 01 not, 
had already been interned during the first days of the war.

We had planned to go on to London at once. The day after our 
arrival I went to the British passport office to help a friend to get 
his visa. I saw Captain C., the Assistant P.C.O., whom I knew. 
He said it might take quite a long time. ‘What a pity," I said, 
T am leaving to-morrow and I thought he could come on the 
same boat.’ ‘I am afraid,’ said Captain C., ‘you can’t leave 
to-morrow either.’ ‘Why?’ I asked, very disagreeably surprised. 
During the last few years I had lived half the year in Paris an 
half in London, and my permanent twelve month visa to the U.K.

' had been renewed quite recently.

^
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(’ y sa^  Captain G., ‘all visas to the U.K. were carmWcll
\ y S w  at midnight. We have to make on your beha^PrSr^ 

application for a new visa to -the Home Secretary. I am sorry, but 
as from yesterday we have definite instructions not to grant any 
visas to foreigners without a special authorization from London.’ 
And how long will it be till the authorization comes through?’ 
ihe A.P.C.O. gave a rather discouraging shrug; he could not 
commit himself to a definite date, but gave me to understand 
tha' I might have to wait for anything between three and six 
weeks. 1 hen he made out my application to the Home Office. 
As ‘reason for the intended journey’ I gave ‘to join His Majesty’s 
Forces’ .

There was nothing to do but to wait. I could have, of course, 
vc unleered ior the french Army — but the only unit open to aliens 
was the Foreign Legion, and I thoroughly disliked the idea, of it.

had lived in France, although with long interruptions, for almost 
ten years and was quite willing to risk my skin for it, but on 
condition that I was granted the same duties and privileges as the 
otdinary French soldier. 'Ihe tide of zenophobia swept over 
aance with morbid rapidity, and the idea made me sick to 

lemain, even in uniform, a sale metlque, which signifies, in a 
scholarly translation, dirty foreigner. So I preferred to wait until 
my permit from the Home Office arrived, and meanwhile expected 
every night to hear the police ringing at the door of my fiat.

It was an uncanny feeling, and I wrote to friends in London 
asking them to speed up my application. Then I rang Juben, a 
well-known and brilliant young barrister, and arranged lunch 
with him. We met on the day when the troops of the Red Army 
marched into Poland to liberate the Polish proletariat, calling a 
rape a betrothal, Jubert was in uniform; he too had once been a 
ooviet sympathizer -  who among the intellectual lh k  of his 
generation had not? -  and was in a black mood. When he heard 
n in tf0 ' '  ^°°ked worried and said it seemed a rather serious 
. i er‘, neVv 01 a < ew similar cases -  arbitrary arrests of people 
an0ti? °^a ^  COÛ  not ‘'e doubted, but who, lor one reason or 
virtir>ei> eU unP°Pu -r in certain high quarters. Some of the 

k  personal friends of his, but in not a single case h id he
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\Yd|i§fr;^fiIe to help. He had even been given to understand tlg^AcJ 
. had better keep out of it, if he wanted to avoid serious trouble for 

himself. The country was living under the loi des suspects,1 which 
gave the police practically uncontrolled power over the individual. 
‘The times of Fouche have come back to France; may God 
pr eserve us from a return of the times of the guillotine.’

Half an hour ago, before I had told Jubert my story, I had 
feared he would accuse me of persecution mania; now I almost 
believed it was he who had it. He kept on talking in a low, worried 
tone, quite different from the nonchalant and noisily brilliant 
manner he had had before; most successful French lawyers behave 
as if constantly in the limelight. And while he talked, he kept on 
glancing at the neighbouring tables to make sure that nobody was 
listening ~ a habit long familiar in public places east of the Rhine 
and tiie Alps, and which now was spreading with disquieting 
rapidity in Paris restaurants and cafis.

‘But if they think they iiave anything against me,’ I asked him, 
‘why haven’t they arrested me since my arrival?’

‘Whom do you mean by “ they” ?’ said Jubert. ‘Do you mean 
the SiireU Nationale or do you mean the Deuxihne Bureau, or do you 
mean the Prefecture of Paris? They each have their own record of 
you and their own black list, which are not lying about at local 
police stations or identity-card guichets. They proceed by periodic 
rai.zias. You cannot go and have yourself arrested at your own 
leisure -  that is a simply anarchist conception. You have to wait 
until they come lor you.’

A fortnight ago I had looked at the matter rather from the 
humorous side, and believed that the best protection against the 
police was consciousness of one’s own innocence. Now I began to 
feci like that hero of Com Udine’s, who said that if  he were accused 
of having stolen the Eiffel Tower he would not try to exonerate 
himself, but run away at once.

Next day Jubert rang L., a depute, and L  rang D., a high official 
in the Ministry of the Interior, who promised that he would look 
the matter up. A few days later D. rang L. back, and L. rang

J The loi des suspects >vas a French forerunner of the British Regulation !8 d, 
but v. about the precise guarani es preventing ahu • containe 1 in the latter.
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y j i l t ) ) , ylnd Jubert rang me. To get a matter arranged in j
x ffl3£ j0ways a question of finding the connecting links of a chain 

with a given beginning and end. The disadvantage of the system, 
was that the reliability of the chain stood in inverse ratio to its 
length.

But tiiis time the chain did not work at all. D., the high official, 
having looked into the files, had blandly refused to discuss the 
matter with L., although they were on very good terms. L. had 
expressed his regrets to Jubert. Jubert looked even more worried.
A his time we had met in his office.

‘There is a sort of silent pogrom going on against the people of 
the Left,’ he said. ‘It is chiefly directed against the Communists -  
but that is only one side of the matter, and in fact things are much 
more involved. There is a definitely pro-Bonnet gang in the 
Surete Nationale. They try to put things on people who belonged 
to the ‘ ‘anti-Munichois" camp. Then there is Spain. We are 
naturally keen to keep Spain out of the war, and this, serves our 
would-be Fascists in the Surete and in the Deuxieme Bureau as a 
pretext to persecute the former supporters of the Loyalists. There 
is even a rumour that Petain has given a verbal promise to 
Lequerica, Franco’s Foreign Minister, to the effect that all 
foreigners in France who had fought in the International Brigades 
or had taken a public anti-Franco attitude would be interned for 
the duration of the war. I don’t think they believe you still to be 
a Communist, but they naturally know that you were condemned 
to death by franco,1-and if the Deuxieme Bureau has got a copy' of 
tht. .Spanish black list, which doubtless it has, you are certainly
among the first names on it. Things look rather black for you, 
chei ami, ’

I asked Jubert what he would do in my place.
. F 1? ! °  t0 Ln§land as soon as possi* le. But I wonder,’ he 

cd, whether they would give you an exit permit.’ 
ieie was no more to be said, and I took leave of Jubert. When

the 'u*horCw -^ri?.?dcf i  i°* r ‘ ‘ Ens,lish L '1', ra? paper in the Spanish civil war, 
havinc dennni ‘ P lureJ  hy General Franc, s troops and sentenced to death lor 
Nationalist sj j ^ C ,n tEe Er‘l 'sE Press German and Italian intervention on the
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V A ^ ^ s , .y  the door, he called me back and asked me, if I rangMmj 
x^jgaifgto do it' from a call-box, as he expected my telephone was 

tapped. Then he said, somewhat doubtfully:
‘There is, of course, one thing you could try: money. Some of 

those German film yids have got themselves released from intern
ment by bribing officials in the Surete. The tariff is from 20,000 
francs upwards.’

I told him that I would not do it -  firstly because I had not got 
20,000 francs, secondly because I thought it was too risky.

‘Right,’ he said. ‘ I always knew you were an honourable man.’ 
And all of a sudden he added, in his best manner of addressing 
the jury in a sensational trial:

‘May God protect you on your way -  and all of us in this 
unfortunate country.’

On the way home I mused over the expression ‘those German 
film yids’, which had particularly struck me in Jubert’s mouth. 
Certainly, I too hated that detestable set in the cafes and bars 
around the Champs Elysees, which was chietiy responsible for the 
widespread animosity against the German exiles, but I could not 
see that an Aryan member of the film racket was much more 
attractive. It was a sad symptom that this young spokesman of the 
Left, member of numerous comiles against racial persecution, 
should be attainted by the general contagion.

A week later Jubert left for the Maginot Line. I wonder what 
has become of him -  but this is a remark which applies to most 
people in this story.

Without the war, he would in due time have become a depute; 
by and by he would have changed his sports roadster for a black 
limousine, his radical friends for more sedate members of society, 
and his seat on the left benches of the Palais Bourbon, first for one 
in the centre, and then on the extreme right. With the war, if he 
is still alive, he will probably reach the same goal by a shorter 
cut.

One of the things which were wrong with Left politics in France 
was that they seemed to be a sort of passing phase of youth, like 
making debts and having mistresses. The typical career of the 
French politician, from Glemenceau to Laval, reads like a book,
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to rigllt; but has one ever liearcl of a sinSle exampj[e>tt' 1

the. reverse?1

9
For thirty nights I slept with a small suitcase beside my bed, 

ready to go to prison at any moment. Sometimes I dreamed that 
I had heard the shrill ringing of my door-bell, but when I woke it 
was only the air-raid siren and I slept on, reassured. The arrests 
being usually carried out at night, I set my alarm-clock for seven in 
the morning; its ring was my signal for ‘danger past’. True to the 
old rule, that the more you are prepared for an event, the more it 
takes you by surprise, they actually came for me, on the morning 
ot October 2nd, long after my ‘all clear’ had sounded, at half
past eight.

During that first month of the war, while still at liberty, I could 
watch Paris turn grey. Not the people — the town. It was as if 
some, morbid disease had attacked its very roots in the alluvial clay 
ot the Seine Valley. The pavement in the streets had lost its 
magic. ‘ In Mecca,’ Abu Suleiman once said, ‘the pious man 
should not walk on his soles, but on his head.’ In Paris everybody 
walked on his soles, and usually the heels, even of the women, 
were worn down and askew, but one felt the vivifying current 
mount up to one’s head. Now the current was gone. This town 
has always been thought of by her lovers as a person alive -  not 
metaphorically, but as a psychological reality. Now they felt the 
beloved grow cold and stony in their arms; they watched life fade 
out of her, inverted Pygmalions; and they walked in despair 
through her suddenly hostile avenues, as if on tombstones.

Across the mists of the Channel, London, the broad-shouldered 
ig brother, said: I can take it. But Paris couldn’t. The people of 
aris could fight on barricades built of paving-stones, mattresses,

overher Lnglish readers of the Left: Don’t say, ‘ It is the same
n I,';1 ' -, ■ ■ ertamly, Labour leader., also become domesticated with age, and 

bon U1 “ >' impedes their vehemence; British Labour leader may become 
**.rr, - but they will never go Fascist.
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\v\^ ^ Ja ifid  cages, as in the heroic days of 1848, as in the days oO mLj  
' C rniphune, and in the days of Sacco and Vanzetti. Had not 

even the Marne, with the crazy improvisation of driving in taxis 
to the battlefield, been but a sort of improvised barricade fight? 
No, the people of Paris could not ‘take it’. If the heroic craziness 
got hoid of them, they could live on grilled rats and charge the 
enemy with their bare nails and bite the nose off his face. If. But 
where was the heroic craziness?

On September 6th, on the third day of the war, Gallus, the 
famous editorialist, wrote on the front page of Ulntransigeant:

‘Whoever pretends that we lead this war in defence of Democ
racy, Liberty, or any other “ ideology” , is a dangerous liar. I am 
sick of hearing this sort of stupid babble. France fights to defend 
her skin, and only to defend her skin. All else is rubbish.’

After Paris-Soir, V  Inlransigcant had the largest circulation of all 
French evening papers. It was the favourite paper of the petit 
employe, ot typists and office workers; hundreds of thousands read 
it in the Underground on their way home from the office. The 
censorship, which cut out everything of any political colour, 
including passages of the speeches of British statesmen and quota
tions Irom Manchester Guardian and Daily He:fid, let this and 
similar poison-stuff pass without a murmur.

After this, what precise idea could the man in the Underground 
form of the reasons foi this war? O f course, he no longer travelled 
in the Underground; he had to creep into a crumpled uniform and 
peel potatoes in the Magiuot Line or some depot, for a pay of 50 
centimes, or \d., a day, while his job or his shop or his office went 
to the dogs and his wife had to queue up at the mairie and produce 
document after document to get her allocution of about 80 francs, 
or qs., a week. I f  there had been a branch of the Mass Observation 
movement in France or of Gallup’s Institute of Public Opinion, 
and if they had established a.cross-section of what French people 
thought of the war, they would have been led to the conclusion 
that France had morally lost the war long before the actual 
military collapse.
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V y Let us take three specimen examples of French people who, T 

think, were fairly typical for the social strata they representet .
The first one is Henry de Vautrange, a salesman of motor-cars, 

aged thirty-two. Fie had been a patient of Dr. Freeman’s and 
had tried to sell me a Citroen. His father was a fonctionnaire at the 
Ministry of Finance, retired after thirty-five years of service, with 
a coloured ribbon in his buttonhole and a starvation pension. He 
himself had sold cars since the age of twenty-seven, without being 
able to afford one of his own. The reason for this was that the 
high salaries of the workers ate up the nation’s income. France was 
in decay, thanks to the Front Populaire and the coterie of corrupt 
politicians, Freemasons, and Jews. International plutocracy, 
international Socialism, and Communism conspired together 
against the men of goodwill. The only salvation for France 
was an authoritarian regime, which would mercilessly clean 
the stable, like Hitler had done in Germany. Hitler might 
be a bit pompous and boche, but undeniably he had achieved 
miracles with his own people. France needed a Hitler. That is 
why the Front Populaire tried to drag the French people into war 
against him.

But the Left were not only warmongers; they had at the same 
time disarmed France. They had voted against military credits. 
Their stay-in strikes in 1936 had led the country to tire brink of 
anarchy and disorganized war production. Pierre Cot had sold 
hundreds of French fighter-planes to the Reds in Spain. They 
encouraged the worker’s inborn laziness and greed. A  forty-hour 
week, paid holidays, and a Ministry of Leisure! That was what it 
had really been called: a Ministry of Leisure. But only for the 
workers, of course. As to others -  if he, Henry, would keep to the 
forty-hour week, he could starve to-morrow. Now, on the other 
hand, look what Hitler had done in his country. No deputes, no 
parties, no corruption. There everybody had to work and every
body was in the place where he belonged: those who had the brains 
commanded, and the others obeyed. And if any of the Red 
gentlemen did not like it -w ell, please yourself there is the next 
concentration camp. This was cle Vautrange’s opinion three
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V^wmijtgs/ljefbre the outbreak of war. He was an honest man aktoU-J 
doubt that as an officer he did his duty, at least at the 

beginning. But obviously he did it without conviction or en
thusiasm. His morale was bound to break down with the first 
defeat. The Vautranges were usually reserve officers and in the 
war formed the bulk of the lower ranks of the officers’ corps, 
from aspirant to captain. They had no contact with their men and 
no ideal in common with them.

There were several -million Vautranges in France -  they sup
ported Laval, Bonnet, the P.P.F., the P.S.F.P or the Action 
Franpaise. They read Gringoire, Candide, the Petit Journal, Matin, 
Jour, and Liberie. Most of them were honest in their convictions; 
their leaders were not. They were the unconscious reservoir of the 
Fifth Column; their leaders in the ministries and on the General 
Staff were conscious traitors. Scared by the bogy of a social 
revolution, they regarded Hitler as their saviour, just as the 
Condeist aristocracy of 1790 had asked for the help of the King of 
Prussia to crush the National Assembly.

Example No. a was Marcel, the mechanic in my garage in the 
rue Olivier de Sene. I never knew his surname -  he w'as just 
Marcel, a tall, slim young man of twenty-eight, intelligent, 
unusually serious, and a member of the S.F.I.O., the Socialist 
Party. He was an excellent mechanic and earned good wages —
18 francs, ot ns., at: hour. He treated customers rather haughtily, 
to the despair of his patron, fat little M. Darrouis; but he had read 
in the Populaue about my adventures in Spain, and although he 
always addressed me correctly as ‘monsieur’ and not as ‘comrade’, 
he considertd me as one. We used sometimes to tinker on the car 
together and he never permitted himself a joke, although poor 
Theodore was a permanent provocation for a mechanic’s sense of 
humour. Only once he remarked when, trying to open the starter, 
it li rally fell 10 piece:, m his hands: ‘I f  you would write for those 
filthy boulevard papers, monsieur, you could soon buy a Chevrolet’

1 Parti Populaire Pranfais and PaHi Social Frar - T. • „
,t„ respectively, Doriot and L.. Rocque. The Action'F ran f'L  ™ t l T S i n  
party. '

f i r S CUM OF TI-IE EARTH-  ( o T
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XVfSffiot^vas quite untrue: in France the pi'OStitutes of the pen 
just as badly rewarded as their colleagues on the street corners).

Shortly before I was arrested, Marcel was .sent to a munition 
factory as an affecti special. He was unfit for mil'll1 >7 service, owing 
to a shorter left leg. (His slight limp somehow contributed to the 
impression of earnestness and dignity which he mpde.) 1 had 
forgotten about him when, two months later, 1 received a letter 
from him, in the disciplinary camp for suspects in Le Vernet where 
1 had been taken. The letter was written with a sovereign contempt 
for the censorship -  it was rather astonishing that it had got 
through. I remember its contents very vividly.

It began by explaining that he had read about my being 
detained, and that he wanted to express to me his sympathy and 
indignation. For years the Populaire had denounced Hitler's 
concentration camps as a blot on European civilization, and the 
first thing France had done in this war against Hitler was to 
imitate his example. And who were in the concentration camps? 
The Fascists, perhaps? No, Spanish militiamen, Italian and 
German refugees, those who had been the first to risk their lives 
against Fascism. And so on. For readers of the Daily Herald or the 
New Statesman this is familiar stuff; in France no newspaper had 
been allowed to indulge in this kind of criticism. This was the 
first remarkable thing about Marcel’s letter.

Then it spoke shortly of his own situation. He worked now for 
twelve hours a day, from seven in the morning to nine in the 
evening, with two breaks of one hour each for lunch and dinner, 
Sundays included. He wondered how long he would be able to 
stand the strain, being not too strong physically. With all this he 

wned only about half of what he had earned in the garage.
rouldn’t grumble about these hardships, if he knew whether 

were really in the interests of the working class. But this 
uestion he was unable to decide. It was worrying him very 
and this was actually the reason why he was writing to me. 
Communists at the works said that it was a purely imperialist 

that Daladier and Chamberlain were just as much enemies 
ne people as Hitler, and that the duty of the proletariat was to 

ht against its en mres at home, instead of serving as gun-fodder
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XV'-^^^ejr purposes.- Put ir*/to practice, that would mean to surraraA^ 

France to Hiller and the French working class to the Gestapo. 
But if you said so to a member of the C.P., you were a lackey of 

‘ the Lourgeoisie and a traitor. Half a year ago they had said 
exactly the contrary; they had issued fiery proclamations, urging 
the entire French nation, workers and bosses, to unite for the fight 
aga’inst the Nazi, and if you said anything critical about it, you 
were a Gestapo agent and a traitor. It was impossible to argue 
with Communists, they had a different party line every six months, 
and they were so fanaticizcd that they genuinely forgot what the 
last one had been; and if you reminded them, you were a Trotskyist 
provocateur and a traitor.

Yet, in spite of that, the Communists in the factory had a 
growing support. He, Marcel, always got angry if he talked to 
them, but lie couldn’t deny that he also a Inured them for the 
manner in which they carried on with their propaganda, regardless 
of incessant persecution by the police. They might be waong, 
bui the treatment they suffered made them the heroes of the 
working class.

When the Communists called the war against Hitler a purely 
imperialist war, they were certainly wrong. But if the others called 
it a war for liberty and democracy, it sounded just as much of a lie. 
He had lately been reading some bourgeois papers, to find out 
what the ruling class thought of the aims of this war, and he had 
discovered that once more there was talk of cutting Germany 
to pieces. Why, that meant that in twenty or thirty years there 
would be another Hitler, and the same story would start all over 
again.

For years the Socialist Party had urged a firm stand against tl 
totalitarians. Flad their advice been accepted in tinv, >’ 
could probably have been avoided. Instead, the Left h 
jeered at, and accused of warmongering. The ruling cl; 
held that Nazism was an internal affair of Germany which a 
concern the French, as long as they were not attacked. The 
no, want to admit that Nazism and any form of Fascism i 
automatically lead to war. Because in their beans they were h« 
Fascist themselves, they created an artificial distinction belwc
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N ^ ij^ N v 'h e n  Hitler crushed the Socialist movement in Germany, 
and did not want to see that the solidarity of the European working 
class was a better guarantee of peace and of France’s security than 
the Maginot Line.

Perhaps it was wrong to carp at the past now that the war had 
begun. But It was the bourgeois Press which had started it. Marcel 
wondered whether I was allowed to read newspapers. It so, I 
would soon find out that apparently the reason for every evil had 
been the forty-hour week and the yearly fortnight’s leave which 
the Front Populaire had introduced. The ruling class had fed 
Hitler with credits and raw material for his armaments against 
France; believing that he would save them from world revolution, 
they had allowed him to become the bully of Europe; and now, when 
they found that his air force was superior to ours, everything was the 
fault of the few reforms reaching towards a more human life whicn 
the French working class had achieved .after decades of struggle. 
Well, the forty-hour week had gone, and the 1936 tarifTs had gone, 
and if the war for liberty were a question of sacrifices, the French 
working class had paid more than its share; but so far the rulers 
had failed to explain to them what their share of the victory was 
to be. Hitler, with his usual demagogy, had promised the German 
workers the realization of all their Socialist aims; in France nobody 
had bothered even to hint at what the social order would be after 
the war. And if you listened to those who dreamt ot . educing 
Germany to her state after the Napoleonic conquests and o; 
making 80 million Germans do a century ot hard labour to pay 
reparations, fixed by a super-Versailles, one couldn’t help 
wondering what fate these champions ot l iberty would reserve 
for them own working class when victory was achieved.

Everything about the manner in which this war was conduced 
made Marcel leel unhappy. He had not forgotten that Daladier 
had come to power as a representative of the Popular Front, but 
had turned against it when the fii'St difficulties arose, and that he 
had crushed the general strike in the autumn of 1938 by unconsti
tutional methods. Since the war he treated Parliament with a 
sovcreigii contempt, ‘as if always on the verge of an 18th Brumairc’ .
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much more popular amongst the workers. Then there was the 
reign of the police, the concentration camps, and the censorship. 
Blit the worst was that every time the boulevard Press or one of the 
political leaders tried to prove that France was fighting a war for 
democracy, it Sounded as if an old, pot-bellied comedian tried to 
act the part of Brutus.

Everything they said was a discord and made you want to 
scream. They did not say: We have to fight for Poland, in the 
name of collective security, whatever our opinion of Colonel Beck 
may be; they babbled instead of France’s cultural affinities with 
the heroic Polish nation, and presented the country which was the 
first to introduce yellow ghetto benches in its schools, and to beat 
Socialists slowly to death in the torture cells of Lodz and Brest- 
Litovsk, as living in a state of perfect democracy. As to Italy and 
Spain, it was understandable that France wanted to keep them 
out of the war as long as possible, but it was grotesque and humiliat
ing to see how our Brutuses bowed and scraped to those second- 
rate Ctcsars. These contradictions were so obvious that the leaders 
of the nation did not seem even to pretend to believe in their own 
speeches. How, then, could the masses do so?

The letter run over six tightly written pages. I may have 
reproduced some of its contents in my own words, but this was the 
essence of it. In conclusion, it said:

‘ I, and many of my comrades, know what we are fighting against. 
We are fighting against Fascism, which annihilates the workers’ 
trade unions and their political power, embodied in the Socialist 
party; which deprives the workers of their right to express their 
will by means of refusing to work if they don’t agree to the condi
tions, and makes them slaves of the State. Yes, we know what we 
are fighting against. But what are the aims we arc fighting for? 
For the preservat ion of a world which produces enough to meet the 
needs of all and is yet full of poverty; which burns its stocks of 
coffee and corn, while millions starve? We fight against Fascism 
but we do not fight for the democracy of Stavisky, Bonnet, and the 
Two Hundred Families. I f  democracy is to be a programme, it 

C must be filled by a new social order. This we do not see? The only
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reason why we fight is to avoid defeat. But can one 

without a banner to fight for?’
T tried to answer Marcel; I tried to tell him: Yes, repeatedly in 

history men have had to fight a merely defensive battle, to preserve 
a state of affairs which was bad against a menace which was worse. 
But I do not know whether my letter reached him: and I doubt 
whether it would have convinced him and his comrades.

Marcel was intellectually above the level of the French working 
class; but what he had said in his letter expressed the feeling of the 
overwhelming majority. Their discontent was mainly instinctive 
and emotional; and, as they were hardly able to formulate its 
reasons and to keep it within exactly defined limits, it became all 
the more aggressive in its character, and more defeatist in its 
result.

As example No. 3 let us take Mme. Suchet, thepatronneo'i the dairy 
in the rue de Vaugirard, where 1 used to buy my creme frdiche and 
my cheese. Mme. Suchet belonged neither to the Left nor to the 
Right; she was, so to speak, passionately non-political. Her 
opinions can best be resumed in the form of a dialogue -  which, 
in fact, is a composite of the numerous morning talks we had 
during the first month of the war:

‘Good morning, Madame Suchet. I would like a piece of 
Camembcrt, fairly ripe, but not actually melting and rather 
smelly.’

‘Good morning, monsieur. I can let you have half a pound, but 
you will have to pay ten sous over the price prescribed by the 
Government, I f  you denounce me, I go to prison; if I keep to the 
Government prices, I can close down my shop. Drat this war.’

I hank you, madame. I hope Monsieur Suchet sends you good 
news from the Maginot Line.’

He has got boils on his backside, thanks to the filthy food they 
give them, and asks m to buy him some special kind of medicine. 
They have not even (he proper medicine for boils in the Army.’

1 hat, of course, is very sad. I will als< have a quarter of butter, 
if you don’t mind. You know, in Germany thev have not even s 
butter.’
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what the newspapers tell us. But I know what I 
A week ago the brother-in-law of Madame Denise came home on 
sick leave. Fie is posted on the Luxembourg frontier. He told her 
how they had entered a blockhouse which had been occupied by a 
German advance post. They found a lot of things the Germans 
had left behind. Aluminium tins of salt butter, half a pound for 
each soldier, and fresh pork sausages and first-class preserves of 
goulaslv-d beef and choucroute -  not the rotten singe which our men 
get. That's facts, monsieur. And here they want us to believe that 
the Germans are starving.’

‘ Perhaps they feed their soldiers all right, but as to the civilian 
population . . .’

‘Oh Id Id, monsieur, don’t you believe what they tell you. You 
are too young to remember, but I have seen the last war and lost 
two brothers, one at Ypres and one at Verdun. And now it is my 
husband’s turn. I f  I could have a word with those who started 
this war, I would know what to tell them.’

‘Then you had better have a word with Hitler, Madame 
Suchet.’

‘Oh, Hitler is a swine all right. But if the Boches want a Hitler, 
was it our business to interfere?’

‘But, Madame Suchct, he has attacked Poland, and Poland is 
our ally.’

‘ I don’t know about politics, my dear monsieur, but I know 
this: everybody should mind his own business. I f  France were 
attacked, I am sure nobody would help us, and the Poles certainly 
wouldn’t care a hoot. So why should we care about them? We 
didn’t care about the Czechs, anyhow.’

‘But don’t you see, Madame Suchet, that next time it would 
have been our turn?’

Perhaps, monsieur, perhaps -  so they tell us. But then, I ask 
you, what is the Maginot Line for? This Hitler has got a loud 
mouth, but at bottom he is a coward, and he is clever, too. So 
far he has only gone for small fish and left us alone. He knows 
that he can’t get through the Maginot Line; nobody can. So why 
raise the devil before he is here?’

‘All right, Mad. unc Suchet. I. won’t argue with you But you
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'<£ should "really understand that we had to prevent Hitler cankw§“  ̂
out his plans.’

‘What plans?’
‘Well, obviously his plan was first to smash the Poles and then 

to throw his whole weight against us.’
‘And how do we prevent it?’
‘Well, by helping the Poles.’
‘Helping the Poles? Who helps the Poies?’
‘Well, we do. And you just objected to us doing it.’
‘But who helps the Poles? The Germans are in Warsaw' and my 

husband sits in the Maginot Line and gets boils.’
‘Well, would you prefer him to be launched into an attack 

against the Siegfried Line, which would probably cost us half a 
million men? You see, the difference between this war and the 
last is, that our General Staff has become very economical of the 
li'/es of French soldiers.’

‘So our General Staff must have known beforehand that we 
couldn’t help the Poles, anyway. Why, then, did they declare 
war?’

‘Perhaps they over-estimated the Polish Army’s power of resist
ance.’

‘Well, who hould have known if not the General Staff? I f  they 
made such a mistake, they should be shot and the war stopped. 
Now that the Poles are done for, anyhow, what is the use of going 
on with it?’

It  was really impossible to argue with Mme. Suchet. The 
reason it was impossible was that logically all her arguments were 
right. Wrong were only the premises on which her logic was based.

But these premises were conditioned by the experiences of the 
last ye tis and by the newspapers she read. She believed she stood 
outside all parties and read independent, objective paper:,: ici.it 
Parisicn, Excelsior, Paris-Soh, and L ’Iniransigeant. Her mind uncon
sciously reflected their opinions, and year by year it became more 
warped. Slowly but surely the forces which were in control 'of 
those independent papers had killed in her any loftier conception 
ol humanity’s aims, had made her outlook on wor'd affairs become
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\;v narrow', cynical and egotistic; and had prepared her to rcgar^-M-^ 

con ing war, not as a crusade for the liberty and happmess of 
Europe, but as a war for Danzig^

But Mm.e. Suchet -  and some 20 million M. and Mme. Suchets 
all over France -  had a logical mind. That is why it was so 

. difficult to convince them. They had perceived that, as a war for 
Danzig, this war was an absurdity.

Their minds had kept all their formal lucidity -  but inside, so 
to speak, a spring was broken. It had been gradually bent and 
distorted in the years which followed Versailles, and it finally 
broke, without their noticing it, in the days of Munich.

It was too late now. Nobody could repair the damage, for it 
had gone deeper than arguments can penetrate, into the subcon
scious layers which determined Mme. Suchet’s balance of values, 
and her emotional outlook on words like ‘happiness*, ‘honour’, 
‘sacrifice’, and ‘death’ .
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‘Gewdhr mir, Bruder. tint Bill’:
Wetin ich jeizt sterben werde,
So nimm mcinc Leiche nach Frankre:;\ mil,
Begrab mich in Frankrekhs Erdrd
heinrich  Heine , exiled German writer: 

f  Paris, 1856.
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I  w a s  sitting in the bathtub when they rang at my door on October 
2nd, 1940. The char had not yet arrived; I thought it was the 
postman and called out that he should wait a minute. They yelled 
back: ‘Hurry up. Here are the police.’ But the idea that they would 
come for me at night was sc fixed in my mind that I thought it 
was some harmless black-out business or driving offence. I girded 
my loins with a towel and went barefoot to the entrance door, 
thinking how the char would grumble at the traces of my wet feet 
on the parquet floor. When I had unlocked the door, it sprang 
open and I was flung back by the impact of the two sturdy men 
leaning against it. ‘Have you a gun on you?’ they asked. But, 
considering my dress, the question seemed rather pointless and 
they pushed their way to the sitting-room. After a quick glance 
round, they discovered that this was not a proletarian dwelling 
and, obedient to their conditioned reflexes of French policemen, 
then- tone became more civil at once.

‘I am afraid you have to come with us to the police station,’ said 
the less sturdy of the two. He had bristling hair, pimples on his 
lace, and his name was, as I learned a few minutes later, M. 
Petetin, Fernand. ‘Never mind, it is only for a verification of 
identity or something.’ ‘May I dress in the bathroom?’ ‘Certainly,’ 
said M. Petetin, settling down in an armchair and glancing at a 
bottle of corn brandy on the cupbn: rd. ‘ I reckon that you have 
no firearms and no subversive literature in your flat, so we may 
as well save ourselves the trouble of a search.’ ‘As you like,’ 1 said. 
‘Make yourselves at home. This is a com brandy which I always 
get at Mme. Denise’s shop in the rue dc Vaugirard. It is cheap 
and guaranteed fifty degrees. But there are only a few bottles 
left.’

T rarely drink so early in the morning,’ said Petetin while I

• Go i* X
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V yJlId b h is Hass and his companion’s, and one for myself. h ilM s-J
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While I finished dressing in the bathroom, G., living in the flat 
above mine, turned up in a dressing-gown, as if she had smelled 
the danger. ‘Who is this?’ asked Petetin, becoming professional 
again. ‘Miss G., a British subject. Her father is in the diplomatic 
service.’ ‘How do you do,’ said Petetin in English, flushing with 
pride. ‘My name is Monsieur Petetin, Fernand. I am sorry I 
have to take this gentleman away, but he will certainly be back 
again soon. You had better take a blanket,’ he added to me. 
‘The formalities may take a few days.’

G. had gone white in the face. She eyed M. Petetin with such 
visible disgust that I quickly gave her a corn brandy too. I myself 
emptied my third; taken on an empty stomach, it was a consider
able help towards maintaining a manly composure. Then we 
marched down the stairs. While passing the concierge's loge, I saw 
her frightened face peering .through the curtains; yet the fact that 
I was not handcuffed may have cheered her up. Out in the street 
I proposed to take a taxi, and while we were waiting for one, G. 
came running downstairs after us with some provisions of sausage 
and cheese, which she had collected in the kitchen. She was stili 
in her dressing gown and looked even whiter in the face. ‘You see 
how nice the French police are,’ I told her in English. ‘All this 
talk about brutality was just rubbish.’ As no taxi passed, M. 
Petetin, who feared a scene, insisted on our leaving on foot. When 
we turned the corner of the rue de Vaugirard, G. still stood in the 
doorway with wide-open eyes, waving her hand.

On the way to the police station, M. Petetin started a political 
conversation. ‘I wonder,’ he said, ‘how this war will end. You 
as a journalist must certainly know more than we do.’ I said that 
I was no prophet, while silently regretting that I had not taken a 
fourth corn brandy, for since I had seen G. waving from the door
way in her dressing gown, my morale had become very low. ‘The 
great problem, of course, is Russia,’ explained M. Petetin. ‘ I f  the 
Russians are going to help the Germans, we are done for.’ I 
said something about America’s help being more important 
than Russia’s, and that the latter’s potentialities should not be
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\:\$yer-©Stimated. ‘Oh, come, come. You must certainly have ybur 
opinion about Russia which you don’t want to tell us.’ said 
Al. Petetin, whimsical and coquettish. ‘You must not think that 
wc want to pump you; we are talking quite privately, as my friend 
and I are very keen to form an opinion of what it is all about.’

I wondered at his clumsiness; and whether we would ever learn 
to see certain professional types, romanticized by literature (detec
tives, prostitutes, reporters, actors), as ordinary and commonplace 
as they are. Finally, to give Al. Petetin a treat, I told him that 1 
had lived for a year in Russia. This cheered him up visibly; he 
must have been worrying at having omitted to search the flat. 
But I wonder whether his report with this important discovery 
brought him any praise from his superiors, who knew all about my 
professional travels from the curriculum vita in their files, written by 
myself

It was nine o’clock when we arrived at the police station, and 
I had to sit for four hours on a wooden bench in the guard-room, 
where a dozen police constables were playing belotte. On the 
bench beside me sat two Italian navvies -  one arrested for drunken
ness in the streets, the other fetched from his room this morning, 
like myself. About noon I was allowed to send for a bottle of wine 
and the three of us held a picnic on our bench. Then Petetin came 
to the guard-room and winked at me to follow him to an office. 
He gave me an envelope with G.’s name and address on it, and a 
sheet of paper. ‘Write her whatever you like,’ he told me with a 
conspiratorial look. ‘At two I shall be off duty and will take it 
round to her myself. I will seal the letter in your presence, without 
reading it. Perhaps there is something important you have 
forgotten to tell her.’

For a second I was tempted to write, "Transport the dynamite 
from the cellar to Uncle Bertie’s house,’ in order to give M. Petetin 
another treat, but, remembering that people in the Deuxieme Bureau 
have a deplorable lack of humour, I only wrote a few vague 
'vords of greeting. M. Petetin looked awav discreetly while I put 
the letter in the envelope. Needless to say, G. never received i1:.

About i p.m. a panicr a salade - a salad basket, i.e. a closed police 
car of a conspicuously green colour -- took the three of us to the
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We were unloaded in the courtyard and herded into me 
sO^called Salle Lepine.

The Salle Lepine was a large room with a cinema screen, 
destined for scientific and educational lectures to the police force. 
It had rows of theatre seats for an audience of about 300; half of 
the seats were occupied now by aliens, arrested like myself the 
same morning. On the platform, facing the audience and with 
their backs to the screens, sat a row of flics, rifles between knees. 
It ail looked rather funny, a mixture of a Sunday school and a 
Revolutionary Tribunal in the days of 1789. I sat down in the 
fourth row, next to a Spanish-looking youth, who was nursing his 
cheek with a handkerchief, as if he had toothache. Everybody was 
chattering more or less aloud and moving from one seat to another 
.0. talk to friends; from time to time one of the flics shouted out: 
‘Don’t make so much noise. This is not a cinema.’

1 offered my neighbour an aspirin. He swallowed it and spat 
some blood into his handkerchief, disclosing the stump of a newly 
broken front-tooth in his upper jaw. ‘Bad dentist?’ I asked him in 
rudimentary Spanish. ‘No, sehor. Bad policia.’ He pointed with an 
outstretched hand to the expressionless policemen on the platform, 
then closed his fist and moved it slowly against his own jaw, 
indicating a terrific punch; then shut his eyes and slid halfway 
down from his chair. After this pantomime he pulled a Spanish 
pamphlet from his pocket and lost interest in me. I knew if I 
told him my name, he would give me the Spanish embrazKfl and 
probably kiss me on both cheeks; so I didn’t. But a few minutes 
later old Poddach turned up, pushing his way from the last row 
of the audience. The seat to my right was empty and he sank 
down with a dramatic sigh. ‘Oh, Arthur, to find you here! They 
say we will all be clapped into ihe Sante I can’t face it -  solitary 
confinement and rats. I have asthma, and I ceased all political 
activity before the war. You must know it; everybody knows it.’ 

P001 old Poddach had been a salesman of lady’s underwear in 
Brno. Bohemia. The year before Hitler marched into Prague, he 
had married a girl twenty years younger than himself, employed 
in shoe factoiy and an aident Socialist. On the night that 
President Hacha went to Berlin, she gave birth to a dead child,
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morning she died, while the German troops n u m & lJL j 
past their ground-floor window and while he tried to make her 
believe it was a hallucination. ‘ It is only the so k o ls ,’ he repeated 
to her,, wiping her wet forehead with his handkerchief, until she 
lost consciousness; then he packed his suitcase. Without waiting 
for the funeral, he made his way to the Hungarian frontier, and 
eventually reached France, after a short stay in an Italian prison.
In Paris he sold pamphlets, Party reviews, and cheap stationery 
at Socialist meetings; that had been his ‘political activity’ .

I told Poddach that a cell in the Sante, rats included, was still 
preferable to a Nazi concentration camp. And eventually, after 
some weeks or months, the authorities in their wisdom would dig 
us oat again.

But old Poddach wouldn’t be comforted. He had been hit 
by a young policeman at the police station at Belleville this morn
ing after his arrest, because he hadn’t understood what the 
constable said to him, knowing hardly any French. I told him that 
beating-up w:as a routine matter only at police stations, not in 
prisons, but he wouldn’t believe me. He produced a lit of asthmatic 
coughing, hoping to impress the flics on the platform, and when 
this did not succeed, shuffled on to another acquaintance whom 
he had spied in the rows in front of us. The Spaniard looked up 
from his pamphlet.

‘Judio,’ he said disapprovingly, sp>itting into his handkerchief. 
‘Socialist refugees good -  Jewish refugees bad. All people hating 
Jewish refugees -  so all people hating Socialist refugees.’

‘But the old comrade is a Jew' and a Socialist at the same 
time.’

‘Then good,’ decided my neighbour, and went on reading his 
pamphlet.

About five in the afternoon another Black Maria arrived, and 
about twenty newcomers were escorted into the hall. One of 
them, a young woman, I knew’ by sight; she was a Pole and a 
secretary of some comite against Fascism and Racial Hatred, or the 
like, She came up to my seat to talk to me. She had been searched 
at the police station in a very humiliating way and was depressed, 
indignant, and frightened. She asked me to help her when I got

fit
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\ V » ® - 9 ^  Poddach had a s k e d  me the same thing. They k ^ k k j 
donvinced that, thanks to my ‘connections’, I would be released 
in a few days.

I had arrived at the Salle Lepine at i p.m.; at nine in the evening 
we still sat there on our chairs, waiting, and facing the flics on the 
platform, who were as bored as we were. The stale weight of 
anxiety and boredom had gradually stifled all conversation. Some 
were asleep on their seats. Some of the flics, too. They snored, 
rifles between their knees.

But shortly after nine a wave of excitement went through the 
audience. First we heard the arrival of several police cars, then 
a band of plain-clothes detectives irrupted into the room, followed 
by an escort of Gardes Mobiles. with fixed bayonets. The latter 
planted themselves in a row on the platform, like a firing squad. 
Some frightened women actually thought they were going to shoot 
and began to cry out. The leader of the plain-clothes men, a 
little dandy with brilliantined hair, commanded silence. He 
winked at his colleagues -  the dramatic mise-en-scene had evidently 
been a private joke of his and he was satisfied with the effect 
obtained. Then he began to read out a list. Each man or woman 
whose name he called out had to march out into the courtyard -  
dark by now -  between two rows of Mobile Guards. By the noises 
outside, we guessed that they were being loaded into the Black 
Marias which had just arrived. Whoever did not move quickly 
enough between the two rows -  most of them had suitcases and 
blankets to carry received a punch in the back from the plain
clothes men. Some of the women and older men stumbled. I 
remembered -  i  think all of us remembered -  the well-known 
stories of running the gauntlet in Dachau; here nobody was killed, 
and the worst that could happen to one was to lose a tooth or two. 
The Nazi had taught us to comfort ourselves with comparisons.

The Spaniard next to me was one of the last on the list. When 
he heard his name called, he shoved the pamphlet into his pocket, 
greeted me with a salud and sauntered out. One of the detectives 
growled at him to go quicker, but the youth gave him a look which 
made the man drop the idea of hitting him. Then he vanished 
into the outer darkness.
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\ 7 \^^eiv'/fninutcs later, with a sigh of relief, we heard the p4J x ^ J  
e&£sct>Uzz out of the courtyard. About half of the audience had 
been taken away, evidently to prison; but as our remaining half 
had not been called, perhaps they were going to release us? 
Personally, I still hoped that they would question me, and once 
the mistake became evident, let me go with some polite apologies.

But nothing happened for the next three heurs. The detectives 
and the Mobile Guards had gone; and audience and flics were 
dozing again, face to face.

At midnight a new shift of policemen came in, and the old ones, 
drunk with sleepiness, tottered out. A little later we were all 
herded out into the yard, and down a narrow staircase into a 
cellar.

It was a large cellar and almost the entire space was filled with 
coal. It lay man-high against the opposite wall and came down 
in a slope towards the entrance, leaving a space about io feet 
wide, littered with coal-dust and rubbish. ‘Now go to sleep,’ said 
the flics, who remained outside the door, after pushing us into the 
cellar. We were about eighty, men and women.

We remained in that cellar until the morning. Some of us had 
newspapers which they spread over the coal and lay down on. 
There w ere three narrow wooden benches, about 12 inches wide. 
On these the women rested for about ar. hour in turn. The others 
tried to clear a square foot or so of the floor, and sat down. The 
air was thick with our exhalations and with coal-dust. Old 
Poddach had an asthmatic fit, this time a real one, which lasted 
with interruptions until the morning. Some of the women were 
on the verge of hysteria, but restrained themselves with remarkable 
self-control We were so worn-out that we would have slept on the 
hard, knobbly coal, sitting or standing, but our guards went 
on shouting all night -  some of them played cards and some of 
them drank wine, and sonic of them did both, getting steadily 
drunk.

At about eight in the morning w'e were led in small groups to 
the conveniences and back. There was no opportunity to wash, 
n 4 even one s hands. Wc had arrived twenty-four hours ago as 
normally dressed people; by now we looked like tramps. At 8.30
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a roll-call and wc were all led back through the TaJiltrJ 
' -yard to the Salle Lepine. We were told to sit down on the seats 

which we had left the evening before. A new shift of flics arrived 
and took their places on the platform.

It was nine in the morning, and we sat there for fifteen hours, 
until midnight. Then we were taken back to the coal cellar.

During the day we had been allowed to have sandwiches 
brought in, for 4 francs, or 6d., apiece; some of the audience 
couldn’t afford more than two sandwiches, and from some their 
money had been taken away. About noon some newcomers were 
brought in, but only a few; the great round-up seemed to be 
practically over. Towards 9 p.m. wc had the same performance 
as yesterday: detectives, Mobile Guards, list of names, running the 
gauntlet. But this time nobody was impressed by the brilliantined 
gent’s melodramatics. We only hoped to be on the list and to go 
to a normal prison cell -  out of this cursed hall with its dirty-white 
screen and the row of flics on the platform, facing us with their 
stupid and malevolent expression, hour by hour, until a collective 
hatred had developed between them and us, stale as the deadly 
boredom by which it was generated.,

Again about half of the audience were loaded into police cars 
and taken away; only about thirty of us were left to spend our 
second night in the coal-cellar -  and to come back next morning, 
a procession of ghosts, black with coal-dust and filth, body itching, 
eyes inflamed, dazed by sleeplessness and nausea, to the empty 
rows of chairs in that spectral cinema hall. The flics, freshly 
washed, in their crisp uniforms, looked down at us in contemptuous 
disgust. They were reading the morning papers, and just that 
morning all the papers had printed an official communique 
explaining that the crowd of aliens which had been rounded up 
in the last two days by ‘our vigilant police’ represented the most 
dangerous elements of the Paris underworld -  the real sc m of 
the earth.

I looked round at our assembly. There was Poddach, who after 
these two nights in the coal-cellar had become a very old man; 
ai d the woman of the Committee against Fascism and Racial 
Hatred; and the others. I did not know any of the others personally,
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\A^Jj|™|nahy of tlic faces which had passed through this c l e a lu ^ J  
place of the Round-up were familiar to me. 1 had seen them 
before, at anli-Fascist meetings at the Mutualite or in the cheap 
restaurants of Montmartre and the Quarticr, where the refugees 
used to meet; and I had talked to them during these two days and 
two nights. The minority were Jewish refugees from all parts of 
Europe -  some of them pleasant and some not, little people who 
had lived their little lives until the roof over their heads crashed 
down on them. They had done no wrong to deserve their misery 
and no good to claim it a merit; and they had no convictions to 
comfort themselves. They wore their martyrdom like a robe too 
large for them.

But the majority, like Poddach and the Polish woman and 
myself, had been through orisons and concentration camps in 
Germany, Italy, Eastern Europe, or Spain. We had been defeated 
partly by our own fault, partly because the Powers who should 
have been our natural allies had abandoned and betrayed us. A 
few years ago we had been called the martyrs of Fascist barbarism, 
pioneers in the fight for civilization, defenders of liberty, and what 
not; the Press and statesmen of the West had made rather a fuss 
about us, probably to drown the voice of their bad conscience. 
Now we had become the scum of the earth.

But why? Why this general and puzzling outburst of hatred 
against those who had been the first to suffer from the common 
enemy, and the majority of whom had offered to fight against him 
from the very beginning of the war? It took us a long time to 
understand this phenomenon with all its implications in the 
political and emotional sphere; and when we understood it, it 
laid bare one of the main psychological factors which finally lead 
to the suicide of France.

3
At last, on the evening of the Ihird day, the Salle Lcpine was 

c ot the last remnants of the Great Round-up.
^  ^cn ir > name was called out and my turn had come to march
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' - through the double row of Mobile Guards, I tried another pkmAtd 
-  the fourth or fifth since my arrest -  requesting that my case 
should be investigated before 1 was taken to another destination.
I addressed the Brilliantine-man -  we had christened him Sonny 
Boy -  showing him my membership card of the Foreign Press 
Association. ‘Make this bird get a move on,’ was all he said. I got 
a punch in the back and stumbled into the courtyard. A year 
later I heard that Sonny Boy had been amongst the first to resume 
his job when the Swastika was hoisted over Paris.

We were hustled into two police vans, one for the men, one for 
the women, and driven out of the Prefecture. After the Pont du 
Chatclet the women’s car forked to the right, ours to the leit. 
There was a dark young fellow with us, a violinist from Jugo
slavia; his wife or mistress had been arrested with him; they had 
sat all day in the Salle Lepine and all night in the coal-cellar, 
holding hands. When the car with the women vanished down the 
Boulevard Sebastopol, he began to cry. Later we learned that the 
women had been taken to a particularly ill-reputed prison, the 
‘Petite Roquette’ .

We drove along the dusky Quais, past the Louvre and the 
Tuileries. We were travelling in a sort of open van, painted black, 
with ten rows of benches in it. On the first and last bench, as well 
as on the corner-seats of each row, sat our guards, with pompous 
faces and fixed bayonets, enclosing us -in a hedge of steel and 
stupidity. The people in the streets stopped when we passed. They 
had all read in the papers the notice about the round-up of the 
scum of Paris -  and there it went. After three nights in that coal- 
cellar, we certainly looked a sight which justified their expectations. 
They all seemed to dislocate their necks staring alter us. I turned 
up the collar of my coat.

I was sitting next to one of the policemen on the corner seats. 
He was a fat fellow, and he sat knees wide apart, although we 
were squeezed tightly against one another; his elbows dug into my 
ribs and his uniform reeked. By this time, after facing them for 
three days on the platform of the Salle Lepine, 1 had developed a 
personal hatred for policemen. In all these years I had mainly 
seen them from behind Theodore’s steering wheel, directing the
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^ S ^ A v i t h  their proverbially graceful and nonchalant 
V^AviOtbut their white sticks and their familiar grumbling, Paris 

wouldn’t have been the same. Presently, scanning my neighbour’s 
face oi vacant brutality, I seemed to understand at last why the 
working class would always regard Left Wing intellectuals with 
distrust, You may recite Marx and Lenin by heart -  as long as 
you haven’t smelled a policeman’s perspiration 2 inches from your 
nose, you don’t know what it is all about.

True, already once I had been taken handcuffed through the 
streets of a town, two years ago in Malaga; but that had been in 
the chaos of a civil war and did not count. And true also that I 
had come in contact with the proletariat, at meetings and party 
committees, and known the dizzy emotion of fraternity; but that 
had been a voluntary act and hence my claim to be one with them 
meie sell-deception. Ih is time, I told myself, you can’t go home 
nfter the meeting to your flat and feel elated. For once your 
tongue has tasted the real feelings of the persecuted and dis
possessed, and here they are: shame, impotence, and hatred.

We rattled over the Place de la Concorde, all cars giving way 
at the shriek of our police-siren, like small game scattered by the 
dumpeting of an elephant. At every bridge we came to, we 
expected to cross over to the left bank; but as we now turned up 
the Cours de la Reine, it became evident that we were not going 
"  -ere we had thought. Police cars in their wisdom might choose 
devious ways, but they cannot look for the Sante in Passy. Our 
nmod brightened with every hundred yards. Presently we passed 
the new Trocadero, and there across the river stood the Eiffel 

ower, looking more than ever like a giraffe in a pissoir. Then a 
rumour spread through the car, of unknown parentage as rumours 
me. we were bound for the great tennis stadium near Auteuil, 
named alter the late French champion, Roland Garros. This 
meant internment and not imprisonment.

1 hirty chosen specimens ot scum began to grin and dig each 
0t.lei in r*ks with pleasure. hen we actually saw the barbed 
%vue cnoe round the place whkm was to be our concentration 
camp, we were as happy as if we ha 1 seen a Luna Park.

xf̂ =- • e<w\
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In the Roland Garros Stadium I spent a week which, in 
comparison with our experiences before and afterwards, could 
almost be called pleasant.

The Stadium had been converted into a provisional camp for 
the detention of ‘undesirable aliens’. There were about 500 of 
us, and we were housed in queer sort of grottos, under the great 
stand of the central tennis court. The stand consisted of ascending 
steps; our abode was the empty space under the steps, which 
before had partly been used for dressing-room purposes. There 
were three separate ‘grottos’, containing 150 to 200 men each; 

‘ they were called ‘First Division’. ‘Second Division’, and ‘German- 
Division’.

I was in the Second Division. Our grotto, or den, had no 
windows; our roof was the underside of one of the grand-stands, 
ascending over us in a slope of 45 degrees; our bed was the concrete 
floor with a thin layer of straw on it. The straw w'as damp, as the 
roof leaked at the junctures of the steps; only half of us had our 
own blankets and the camp did not provide any; and we lay so 
closely packed together that many preferred what we called the 
‘sardine system’ : head between the two neighbours’ feet, in order 
to avoid mixing the breath. And, nevertheless, the morale in our 
den was excellent and we even had a lot of fun.

During the daytime we were allowed to stand on the four steps 
leading down from the grotto entrance. There we stood practically 
all day, breathing the fresh air, smoking, and chatting -  a tribe of 
present-day troglodytes at the mouth of their concrete cave. The 
Stadium was really a kind of park, with fields and alley-ways, and- 
if on a special errand we were even allowed to walk through them. 
Special errands were the corvee de bois -  that is, collecting dead 
branches for the kitchen fire; the ew ie de Veau -  that is, hauling the 
buckets of drinking water from ie entrance gate to the den; and 
the corvee m cuisine — that is, peeh ig potatoes, which included a five- 
minute w alk through the park o the kitchen and back. There were 
always five times as many vc untccrs lor the con ces as were needed.

6d
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- »Yal:urally, we were escorted at every step outside our quarters, 

1ml our guards were soldiers, not policemen. And this made all 
the difference.

Ti even seems an overstatement to call them ‘soldiers’. They were 
partly recuperh -  men unfit for military service in peacetime, now 
mobilized for auxiliary duties -  partly men of the oldest classes, 
around forty-eight, including several grandfathers. Among the 
recupires were men with squints and glass eyes, with gout, arthritis, 
and diabetes, and two who had been gassed in the last war. When 
they fell in, they reminded one more of the inmates of the asylum 
in Roquebilliere than of a battalion of soldiers. They were 
indignant and furious at being called up, openly loathed the war 
and the younger officers who ‘thought they could play tin soldiers* 
with veterans and invalids’, and particularly loathed their job as 
Our jailors. Whenever they could, they shirked duty and climbed 
over the barbed wire of the camp to have a coup at the bistro, or 
even to spend the night with their families. For the battalion 
consisted almost entirely of workers from Paris and the suburbs. 
'-V henee it follows that they were all Red -  Red as were the 
workers ol Reynault, Citroen, and Gnome-et-Rhone, and that 
they looked upon us from a viewpoint diametrically opposed to 
that of (he flics -  namely, as victims of the same police oppression 
against which they had struggled all their lives. Their friendly 
attitude compensated to a certain extent for the appalling material 
conditions in our den. What a change of climate after the Salle 
Repine and the journey in that pillory van!
, 1 he first night I spent in the Stadium was strange. I couldn’t 

' !ecP amidst the general snoring and stink, and about midnight 
\\ent out to have a breath of fresh air on the steps, although we
had been told that after q p.m. nobody was allowed to leave the 
den.

T he night was moonless, but there were plenty of stars. I only 
saw the four steps below me, a few trees of the .alley 'which lead 
jOunc the stand, and the silhouette of the sentry, leaning with his 
V  i af a' nst a trce anc  ̂smoking, at a distance of ten yards.

oe raved as if I hadn’t seen him, sat down on the steps, and 
ut a cigarette. 1
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‘What the devil do vou think you are doing here?’ askecr-nrc^\^9 * »
sentry without animosity.

I explained that I wanted a smoke and some fresh air, and that I 
supposed it didn’t do any harm to anyone if I sat there for a few 
minutes. ‘I f  1 try to run away, you have only to aim at the end 
of my cigarette,’ I added.

‘Aim hell,’ he said. ‘Sit there as long as you like, but if a patrol 
passes, stand up and piss as an alibi. It must be pretty stuffy 
inside.’

I confirmed this. Then I said it must be rather boring to stand 
there all night.

This he confirmed. For a while he was silent, smoking and 
rubbing his back against the tree. Then he asked:

‘From what country are you?’
‘Hungary.’
‘That’s neutral -  eh?’
‘So far, yes.’
‘Political refugee?’
‘No. I have been a resident in France for almost ten years.’
He seemed disappointed. After a while he asked:
‘What is your profession?’
‘I used to write for newspapers. Now I write books.’
‘For which newspapers? Populaire or Humanite, perhaps? he 

asked hopefully. But before I could answer, he suddenly shouldered 
his gun and cried out an annoyed ‘Qui vine?'

It was the patrol. I stood up hurriedly and complied with his 
instructions. The leader of the patrol flashed his electric toich on 
me, and they passed on. I sat down again.

‘Did you write for HumanittV the sentry' repealed.
‘No, for an English newspaper. But some of my articles were 

reprinted both in Humanite and Populaire.’
‘Really? What were they about?’
‘Spain.’
‘Man, why didn’t you say so at once?’ he cried out, delighted. 

‘Quel idiot! Do I look like a Croix de Feu?'
' ‘How should I know in the dark what you look like?’
' Qjtel idiot! I have worked for fifteen years as a fitter at Citroen’s.
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ever ^ear<̂  ° f a Crow de Feu at Citroeir.^ All our cotb̂ I v j  
is the same way. I f  it depended on us, you could all go a home to
night, and get tight and make love to your sweethearts, and we 
would do the same. Here comes another bird.5

The door of the grotto had been cautiously opened and out crept 
Yankel, sniffing into the dark air with his long tapir nose. The 
way he moved and the way he had knotted his red scarf around his 
collarless neck apparently won him the sentry’s approval. ‘Sit 
down on the steps and shut your mouth,’ he informed him. Yankel 
settled down and produced a cigarette stump from behind his ear. 
He was nineteen, but he had already lived through two pogroms • 
and served two sentences for distributing certain leaflets in Cracow. 
Before his arrest, he had worked with a tailor in Belleville. Within 
two minutes the sentry had wormed all this out of him. But for 
each question he asked, Yankel asked two questions back. Another 
two minutes later they each knew that the other belonged to ‘The 
Party’, without saying so expressly. They discussed Yankel’s 
wages -  about £ \  a week -  and the devices by which his patron 
dodged the social insurance laws, and the sentry’s 50 centimes pay, 
and conditions in the French Army, The sentry was forty-five, 
married, with two children, the oldest son in the Army; he had 
lived all his life in Paris. Yankel was nineteen, a Jew, and he 
Bad travelled through seven countries of Europe. He shared his 
room with his mother, and the only thing that worried him was 
that he did not know on what the old woman was going to live 
now.

‘And what about your girl?’ asked the sentry.
But it transpired that Yankel had no girl -  what with 800 francs 

a month, and living in one room with his mother, and all the 
meetings in the evenings.

‘But there are the brothels,’ said the sentry, astonished. ‘ I used 
to know one or two in Belleville, although it is not my quartier.'

Brothels disgust me,’ explained Yankel. The sentry did not 
answer. Alter a while he said:

Fat you can't tell me that you are a virgin at nineteen?’
^  hy not?’ said Yankel aggressively; one could guess that he had 

become as red as his scarf.
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V.X^m fojlt/ de ’ oon dieuP exclaimed the sentry, slapping his ltnfA. 1 
the best thing I have ever heard. Qa, Pest formidable!'

He went on for a while with ‘putain de putain' and 'tout de meme 
e'est formidable’. Then he seemed to notice that Yankel was 
sulking, and concluded in a fatherly, admonishing tone:

‘Faut alley an borceau, mon petit. It’s bad for your health if you 
don’t.’

Yankel did not answer. He blew his ever-dripping nose in m 
enormous checked handkerchief. The divergence of national tradi
tions seuned to endanger international understanding. For a 
while there was.silence. It was good to sit there, on the steps, in 
the cool night, with only the dark trees outlined against the darker 
background. The sentry paced a few steps up and down, doubtless 
thinking what queer fish these foreigners were after all, even if 
comrades. I remembered that Communist refugees from other 
European countries had never been admitted to the French party, 
but were organized in separate sections. The strongest had been 
the German C.P.’s branch in France, and they had lived in 
permanent friction with the French C.P.

Finally, the sentry made an effort to overcome the deadlock, and 
after a few minutes they were both loathing in unison this ‘guerre 
dcs riches' and praising Russia’s wisdom for having kept out of it. 
When I ventured a remark to the contrary, the sentry accused me 
of being a Trotskyist. He was as indignant about my heresy as he 
had been with Yankel for refusing to go to a brothel. Fortunately, 
two other inhabitants of the den turned up, one of them old 
Poddach, the other an Italian from Trieste called Mario. I had 
net yet spoken to Mario, but he had caught my eye, as he 
wandered to and fro through the den with an absent-minded smile 
on his face, from time to time twisted by a nervous twitch.

‘Merde alors, this is going to become a meeting,’ said the sentry. 
Poddach produced u heartbreaking cough and suffocation attack. 
When he paused, Mario said:

T mainly came ut to tell you that inside one can hear every 
word you say. There, are all sorts of people in our crowd and 
certainly some informers amongst them.’

'Je  in’en fous,’ said the sentry. ‘ I say what I like. I f  the
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v^^Sppan d an t didn’t prefer to be deaf to the talk that goes o A j i L i  
would have to court-martial the whole company.’

‘That is your affair,’ said Mario. ‘But for the comrades here it 
is different. You had better come back,’ he said to the three of us, 
and Yankel, Poddach, and I followed him somewhat regretfully, 
but without argument. In the electric light inside I saw that 
Mario’s hair was half grey, although he did not seem more than 
thirty. The straw was damp and Poddach had installed himself 
next to me, keeping me awake with his damnable coughing and 
moaning, which sounded like a death-rattle.

4
Not all the soldiers were as talkative as that sentry on our first 

night, but almost without exception they were kind to us. When 
the nights were cold or rainy, they simply left their post and came 
in to warm up in the cosy stuffiness of our grotto; then one of us, 
usually Yankel, kept a look-out to warn them if the patrol came. 
Most of them addressed us in the second person singular with ~tu' 
and to some of them we said ‘/a’ ourselves; a rather unusual style 
ol address between prisoners and jailors.

1 said ‘prisoners’ and not ‘internees’ ; in fact, our legal status was 
difficult to define. We were indesirabks and belonged to a category 
cliff rent to that of the ordinary German and Austrian internees.
I he latter had been interned during the first days of the war. They 
had been concentrated in the great Stadium of Golombes on the 
outskirts of Paris, and after a week or so sent on to various camps 
in the provinces, the Government had promised the nomination 
of an advisory committee which would examine their cases and 
soi t out the Nazis from the anti-Nazi refugees; it was promised 
that the latter would be released.

out as for us, we had been arrested individually. Most of us 
\wtc nationals of neutral or allied countries Russians, Czechs,

1 ■, Italians, Hungarians, etc. The Germans in our ‘German 
n 131011 had been picked out from the ordinary concentration
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\ - camps'and transferred to us as special suspects. The original f i l i -  J  
tiouv.as to send us all to prison; but the prisons were overcrowded, 
so the Roland Garros Stadium had been converted into a prison- 
substitute.

In the next few days most of the foreigners in the Sante were sent 
to our camp. The majority of them had been arrested in the night 
ol September 2nd - the same night as Dr. Freeman had been taken 
at ray and the police had called for me for the hrst time. They had 
been kept in solitary confinement for a month; many were in a 
state of nervous depression, some had grown beards, and all were 
full of gruesome stories about the incredible number of rats and 
bugs in the Sante. I congratulated rnyself on not having returned 
to Paris twenty-four hours earlier. Without G.’s insane trip 
to Geneva or Theodore’s frequent breakdowns on the road, I 
wquld have spent that first month of the war with the rats and 
bugs.

Among the newcomers from the Sante were Kersten, the author, 
Paul Froehlich, the sociologist, Friedrich Wolf, author of Professor 
Mamlock, the famous anti-Nazi film, which was just being shown in 
London, and most of the collaborators of Willy Muenzenberg, 
virtual leader of the German Exile. I expected that Dr. Freeman 
would turn up too, but he did not; I learned that he had been sent 
to a prison hospital because of his T.B., and that he was in a 
dangerous condition.

The 150 men crowded together on the straw of our den repre- 
,anted twenty-three nations, including a Chinaman, a Negro from 
Senegal, and a family of six from Georgia -  father, three brothers, 
cousin and uncle, going by the name of Eligulashwily. It was a 
real Touei of Babel -

Dans ce tour de Babel 
Des indesirables -

( which, in French, happens almost to rhyme), was the beginning 
of a poem that I wrote to G.

Almost half of my division were Russians, and they were 
divided into two camps -  tin; White-Whites and the Red-Whites,
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YV^SEh(>>vcEe not on speaking terms with eachot^er- 1 ^e
Whites were emigres who had remained hostile to ?°'ŝ cv'siP' 1 *ie 
Red-Whites were also emigres, but in twenty yeais ° ‘ ex’ 'e t' !CV 
had become converted to the view that the revolution could not be 
undone and that it had to be accepted as a fait accompli; hence they 
had asked the Soviet Embassy for visas to return to thFr nal've 
country. But the Red-Whites were again divided into twoSr° uPs: 
half were still anti-Communists but Russian patriots and dcsllous 
of making peace with their Government, whatever it was,, ai1̂  t0 
collaborate loyally; the other half had actually asked for admiss10n 
into the Communist Party.

The third category, which would have to be called the Red-Reds 
-  namely, genuine Russian Communists living in France with 
Soviet passports -  was not represented. It was said that the 
Soviet Ambassador had taken a very firm line with the Quai 
d Orsay to protect his nationals. In other words: if a Russian tried 
to get a Soviet passport, he was arrested; if he actually had one, he 
was not.

And yet in this apparent cock-eyedness there was the same 
administrative logic which made conditions in the camps for 
German Nazis more comfortable than conditions in the camps for 
German anti-Nazis. The former were protected by the Inter
national Red Cross and the fear of retaliation on French prisoners 
ot war in Germany; whereas those who had chosen their side 
according to their conviction, and not according to the colour of 
their passports, were unprotected and could be treated accordingly.

Most of the White-White Russians were former Tsarist officers 
and N.C.Os. who had fought under Koltchak or Denikin in the 
Civil War and who still went on conspiring in more or less secret 
societies with a more or less fishy background. The sensational 
trial which followed on the kidnapping of General Millner had 

.revealed an amazing scene of plots, intrigues, spies, and double
agents, which reminded one of Chesterton’s The A f Who uas 
l hursday.

d c ^ ' W h i t e s  were Ned t ’ duding a well-known 
■ 0'vpT’Ol a chateau near Versailles; an ope ra singer with an 

enoimous belly qnd a Chaliapin bass; a homosexua.l architect with
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two nigfy_ciujj porters, and a lawyer who sold JewftM 
refugees visas fora certain Central American republic, which on 
arrival turned out not to be valid. As rain and moisture were 
constantly dr’ppjng through our roof, the White-Whites had built 
themselves whh blankets, trench-coats, and sheets a sort of tent in 
the midd^ 0f 0ur grotto; there they camped all day, sleeping, sing
ing, and heating tins of esturgeon a la tomate on an illegal spirit stove.

■I he Red-Whites were less numerous and less well-to-do. They 
in d u ed  several students, members of the Friends of Russia 
‘C’oriety, a Montparnasse painter well-known'in the Dome because 
0,ran enormous purple growth on his forehead, a few Embankment 
sleepers, and poor Pitoun, a little publicity artist with whom I used 
to play chess and who bored us with talcs ol his complicated 
misfortunes, until one day he surprised everybody by dying of 
appendicitis.

The White-Whites maintained that they had been arrested on 
the strength of a list which O.G.P.U. agents in France had played 
into the hands of the Surcte; whereas the Rfed-Whitcs alleged that 
they had been denounced as Bolsheviks and agents of the O.G.P.U. 
by the White-Whites. There was probably some truth in both 
stories, as it had been a long-che.rished habit of the Russian emigre- 
in France to denounce their adversaries to the French Secret Police, 
who for their part had their informers and agenti-provocateurs in 
every faction. Yet, in spite of all this, it happened once or twice 
that White-Whites and Red-Whites sang together during the long 
evenings, and when Christmas approached they actually formed a 
mixed choir which gave several first-class recitals of Russian songs.

The White-Whites were the only ‘right-wingers’ in our division; 
the rest consisted of a small minority of non-political refugees and 
a majority of anti-Fascists from all over Europe, including ad
herents of the Croa' Peasant Party, Spanish Syndicalists, Czech 
L ib e ra ls ,  Italian Socialists, Hungarian and Polish Communists, 
German I lependent Socialists, and one Trotskyist. All of them 
bore the ph^s al or mental marks of torture and persecution in the 
countries from which ... ’ T esv , r , ;ntLfrj.a  more enlightened 
administration th cse marks should have been rcgardecCL’ he stgmp 
of their bond fide s and loyalty.
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liii: is'also, trueTor the majority of tl*e Communists -  that is, 

for the rank and file. ’ ’
Yarikel\was ‘a good example their reactions. The Hitler- 

■ Stalin pact had bebn a bolt from’thebluc for him. For somebody 
outside the Party it had been gori'ceivable for the last few years 
that Russia might come to terms-with Germany; for a member of 
the C.P. the mere thought of this was blasphemy. If, on August 
22nd, 1939, you had told Yankcl -  or any member of the French, 
English, or German C.P. -  that within twenty-four hours a Soviet- 
Nazi pact would be signed and the Swastika hoisted in Moscov. he 
would cither have laughed at you or hit you in the face.

During the fortnight between the signing of the treaty and the 
actual outbreak of war, they still tried to convince themselves that 
the pact was really a supreme stratagem of Stalin’s to preserve 
peace -  that is, to postpone the final settlement of accounts with 
Nazism to a more opportune time. But when the war actually 
bioke out and Russia’s betrayal of the anti-Fascist cause could no 
longer be denied, \ankel and his comrades lived for weeks in a 
3011 °* daze. Everybody heaped insults on them, shrieked at them, 
■>pat on them - but the simple truth about the Communist rank 
and file was that they did not understand what had happened.

were utterly helpless, tottering from the blow they had 
received, locking in despair for an explanation. The Party papers 
,a ° ccn suppressed and the whispered slogans which trickled 

t rough from above made neither head- nor tail. It was equally 
hard lor a slow-thinking French Reynault worker of forty-five and 
01 a ittle Polish Jew of nineteen to realize that the messianic belief 
o w uch they had each in his way devoted what was purest in him 

vm  a a e, that they had been taken in like fools, borne beating 
nc mi|nisonment lor nothing; lost the prospect of advancement 
n 1 if acton, lor nothing; suffered, dreamt, quarrelled, argued for 

years and years - all for nothing.
. , lm  ' Ul.c several million of them -  the toughest, most active

uios violently anti-Nazi part of the French working class.
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by their Party tradition and Party education, thfe-MtfJ 
fitted to give the example of comradeship and reckless sacrifice in 
the struggle. They had lived for years in the anti-Fascist mystique-, 
and now, at the beginning of the great crusade for which they had 
been preparing all this time, they were left without leaders. It 
was an historic opportunity for the French nation to regain control 
of their e> if  ants terribles. They had but to revive the three words, 
Liberte, Egalite, Fraternite, from their heraldic petrifaction, to 
explode the dynamite latent in the word patriote when spoken with 
the accents of St. Just and Danton.

It was murderous stupidity of the French Government to start 
a police pogrom against the Communist rank and file, instead of 
seizing this unique opportunity to win them over. And it was 
suicidal selfishness on the part of the French ruling class to prevent 
the war against Fascism from becoming an anti-Fascist war.

The effect of this policy soon became visible. The outward 
pressure saved Yankcl and his friends from the painful task of 
digging into their consciences and of repudiating a faith as strong 
as any religious belief. The loi des suspects, the farcical trial of the 
Communist Deputies, and the unprecedented wave of political 
persecution that swept over France cured the Communist rank 
and file of their heretical doubts. Caught between the devil and 
the deep sea, they opted for the deep sea. They closed their eyes, 
as they had been trained to do, and took a headlong plunge back 
into the familiar depths of blind, unquestioning, absolute faith.

Then a second event came along which helped them to rc- 
afliim their shaken beliefs. The Red Army marched into Poland; 
half of the country was attached, with only a minimum of blood
shed, to the Soviet State. O f course it was more a conquest by 
force than, a genuine revolution; but had not Lenin himself 
adopted a similar policy in 1921, when he ordered the troops of 
the Revolution to march against Warsaw? Now Stalin had cx- 
pa oded the radius of world revolution without declaring war; he 
h id cheated Hitler of half his prey; and once the Nazis were bled 
white, the Soviet Army would march into Germany and throw
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\ A '^ .,- 'o p t  -  this was the true signification of the pact, EverylJi^JLj
^Ojeamsf^traight if you only had the true faith -  and the dialectical 

training to call a table a fishpond.
But with all this one decisive point must be remembered: the 

rank and file of the French, and especially of the foreign Com
munists, was and remained profoundly anti-Nazi. They managed 
to reconcile this with their pro-Soviet creed by convincing them
selves that ihe German-Soviet Pact was nothing but a ruse, and 
that Stalin had remained as faithful to the anti-Fascist ideal as 
they themselves. They were not keen on a Franco-British victory, 
but they were keen on Germany’s defeat. In this sense they cotud 
have been valuable allies, fighting the common enemy, admittedly 
for their own aims. But has not that been the essence of every 
alliance or coalition in history? Who was simple-minded enough 
to believe that the Czech regiments in France fought for British 
or French national interests, or that the average Czech soldier had 
a particular love for Chamberlain and Daladier, the sad heroes of 
Munich?

In their hearts Marcel and his Socialist friends were not much 
happier than Yankel and the sentry. The difference in their 
reaction was merely one of intensity, not of kind -  a question of 
political temperament, so to speak. The Socialists had been 
trained in compromising and collaborating with the ruling class; 
so it was easier for them to accept the war without a banner, and 
to fight for the only apparent reason, to avoid defeat. But their 
attitude weis  from the. very beginning one of disgusted resignation; 
and later on the disgust prevailed.

I f  a nation is a body, the working class are its muscles and 
sinews. By cutting them, the body became paralysed -  a helpless, 
bleeding prey to be stamped on by the boots of the goose-stepping 
conqueror.

6

On the notice-boards of the Stadium the posters still announced
ic resu.is 01 the hist match, Cochet-Borotra; others indicated that
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(*( 8 )® s c i -Tjvi of the earih 'ST
XV'tliiTmxed'doubles were to take place on court No. 3,-just btmnift f  

uuirisfancl. These, mixed doubles were an occasion-for obvious and 
ever-repeated jokes. Meanwhile bur Guards; the' soldier*, blas-v O 
phemously- indulged in footbalL on tt»o smoothrecTearth bt- the 
courts. •, „ '• '•/

The Stadium was not fitted with any conveniences for the, 
housin.tr, of abftut boo prisoners, but even the. most haplij^rd^ • 
improvisation soon develops.its own routine. We had some water- 
taps in the open Sir for washing; a covered cloak-room as a re
fectory, w'here we atfe bur meals in turn; court No. 3 for our two 
hours of exercise, and for the rest of the day the four authorized 
steps at the entrance of the den to stand and chatter. The food 
was surprisingly good: black coffee and bread in the morning, a 
substantial dish of meat and potatoes for lunch, and a thick soup 
in the evening. The reason for this was that our quartermaster, 
contrary to the traditions of French prisons, and concentration 
camps, was not allowed to steal. The commandant of the camp, 
Comte de N., saw to that. He was a professional soldier and a 
c harming man; and on top of that he had the rare gift of the old 
soldier of judging his man after a few words. In a day or two he 
had formed his opinion of our crowd and did all he could for us.
To a friend of mine he once remarked that he knew the majority 
of us were arrested quite wantonly.

We were not allowed visits, but twice a week our next-of-kin and 
friends could bring parcels of food and clothing to the entrance. 
Sometimes we could catch a glimpse of one of them at a distance 
of 400 yards, but all we could see was the top of a hat emerging 
from above the hedge of the outer enclosure and a pathetically 
waving hand. The sight of ruch amputated sections of relation, 
was rather bad for the morale.

On the third day of our stay in the Stadium, the arrival of 
Fuhrmann, a German Liberal journalist, created some hilarity. 
Fuhrmann, a man of forty and quite a well-known figure in the 
Weimar Republic, had been put in a concentration camp by the 
Gestapo and had escaped a few years ago to Austria. When the 
Na/i marched into Austria, lie escaped to Eger. When Eger was 
attached u Germany after Munich, he escaped to Prague. When
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5 occupied Prague, he escaped to Italy. When the 
it and Italian non-belligerency began, he escaped to 

France by means of a fishing boat, which took him by night from 
San Remo to some lonely spot on the French shore near Nice. He 
had arrived in Paris forty-eight hours ago by train, and gone 
straight from the railway station to see Pi, a German refugee and 
fellow journalist, whose address he knew. He found Mrs P. at 
home, who nearly fainted when he walked in. Then she told him 
that P. was in a concentration camp, that all German refugees had 
been interned, and that he must get himself interned at once, else 
he would get into a frightful mess with the police and be put in 
jail. 1. he best thing he could do was to drive at once to the 
Stadium at Colombes, the clearing-camp for German internees. 
She was so panicky that poor Fuhrmann also got the wind up and 
told the taxi-driver, who had been waiting downstairs with his 
luggage, to take him at once to Colombes.

In Colombes he found the Stadium empty -  the Germans had 
all been sent on to various camps in the provinces. But he found 
an official in the camp to whom he explained his case, and the 
official scratched his head and grew quite sympathetic. ‘Well,’

♦ said I uhrmann, T suppose the only thing for me is to report to 
die police, and ask them what to do.’

U you go to the police they will clap you into jail immediately,’ 
said the official. 'You are an exceptional case, and they dislike 
exceptional cases.’

Bm what else can I do?’ asked Fuhrmann, who was getting 
!nore ;u’d more alarmed. 'I can’t even go to an hotel. When I fill

• 1,1 ^1C form they will denounce me at once.”
Alter some more scratching, the official produced an idea.

’ ell your taxi’ -  the meter had meanwhile reached about bo 
hancs -  to take you to the Roland Garros Stadium. It is a camp 
OI indtsirables, but still better than p . ison. Once you are in a 

• -unp, you become a routine case and don’t risk too much.’
^  ulumann expressed his heartfelt thanks and drove to Roland

arros. It was a nice long journey; the meter approached the 
>°o- tancs mark and Fuhrmann had exactly 120 francs in his' 
possession. When they reached the camp it was dark and the
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Fe hi



Jlad missed the main entry. Fuhrmann deposited hi&Xlgai 
gage near the hedge, paid the driver and sent him away. He 
thought that alone and with all his luggage he stood a better chance 
of being allowed to stay. He waited patiently at the gateway, and 
after a few minutes a sentry turned up. ‘What do you want here?’ 

‘ I wSnt to be interned,’ said Fuhrmann timidly.
‘This,’ said the sentry, ‘is no place for drunks to hang about and 

make funny remarks.’ Then he noticed the luggage, and that 
Fuhrmann meant it seriously. He called out to the other sentry:

‘H i, dis-dotic, there is a lunatic here who wants to be let in.’ 
Sentry No. 2 appeared and flashed his torch bn Fuhrmann’s 

face. When they were both satisfied that he was neither drunk nor 
mad, they held a colloquy and tried to dissuade him from his 
intention. ‘It ’s a rotten place,’ they told him, ‘a sdle bordel de dieu, 
and next week you will all be sent to an even worse place, some
where in the Pyrenees. Haven’t you got a friend who could hide 
you?’

But Fuhrmann remained firm, so they had to take him to the 
bureau and report to the officer in charge. The officer in charge 
reported to the Comte dc N. The Comte de N. asked Fuhrmann 
a few questions, then offered him a cigarette. ‘ I am, of course, not 
allowed to take you in charge without orders from the Prefecture,’ 
he said, ‘but I will speak to them.’ And he rang the Prefecture.
, The Prefecture, of course, insisted on Fuhrmann’s being handed 
over to them. The Commandant asked that he should at least be 
allowed to spend the night in the camp, as it would, anyhow, be 
too late to question him. The Prefecture refused; they asked the 
Commandant to send him over at once under escort. The Com
mandant said that he could spare none of his men, but that he 
would send Fuhrmann in a taxi -  and what was the use of escorting 
a man whose only wish was to get him-elf' interned? But the 
Prefecture refused; they would send a Black Maria for him.

This was at io p.m.; the Black Maria arrived at 3 a.m. Until 
then Fuhrmann slept in a chair in the office -  he hadn’ t slept since 
San Remo. On his arrival at the Prefecture he was locked into the 
coal cellar. There he had to stay until 10 a.m.; then, without 
having been asked a single question, he was put back in the same
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t:*5rknd‘ taken back to the camp; this time to be officially intdurelLJ 
v^Hegarrived with a radiant face, entered the den of the German 

division with the words ‘Es ist errcichC -  a favourite expression of 
the ex-Kaiser -  and lay down on the damp straw to sleep for 
twelve houi‘5 on end.

first Division’, ‘Second Division’, and ‘German Division’ lived 
in separate dens, but during exercise we were together. Yet there 
was also a "French Division’, which was kept strictly separate from 
ns. In the threi div'sions of aliens 90 per cent, of the men werfc 
detained for political reasons; the French Division consisted 
entirely of durs, or habitual criminals.

They lived in a forme cloak-room similar to ours, but outside 
their door there was a double fence of barbed wire; and they were 
guarded, not by our friendly soldiers, but by specially chosen 
Mobile Guards. They were never allowed to leave their quarters 
and stand on the sters of the tribune; they could not go out on a 
corvee and not even to the refectory -  the food was brought to them 
m tms and they had to swallow it without spoons, knives or forks. 
There were seventy of them, and .hey were kept day and night in 
their dark den, which had no electric light, very much like wild 
animals in a pit.

Compared to the French Division, our life was pleasant. One 
01 jhe reasons for this was thit they did not come under the 
authority of our Commandair, but directly under the Penal 
Administration. Their treatmei t gave one an idea of what Devil’s 
. 5 , mtght b J like. The sec aid reason was that they seemed 
indeed a particularly tough krt. During the ten days which we 
Mient m the Stadium, two iots occurred in the French Division,

1 at night. I he first w; an attempt at riiutiny; some of the 
t n ad mar aged in the dirk to cut through the first barbed-wire 

•nee had jumped over die second, and attacked the Mobile 
r-.Ua* ,s 011 kni es and bricks. The result was that the
andfou f ' int°  tHedCn With bay °nets> and that one Guard 
The °.Ur °  lbe pi'isonti' bad to be carried away in an ambulance.

- scvonc inCklern w?s a disgusting story of rape 011 a homosexual

• e0 l^ \
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six or seven of the band had participated in it anQ LJej 
was that an ambulance had again to be called.

We learned all this from our friends, the soldiers. They told us 
that the crowd of the French Division consisted of old lags with 
either at least three sentences or altogether ten years of 'hard labour 
on their record. They had not been arrested on any actual charge, 
but the police had picked them out of the Paris underworld as 
individuals considered dangerous in wartime. The soldiers also 
told us that the Commandant had protested against their presence 
in his camp.

7

Towards the end of our stay in the Stadium, a new notice about 
us appeared in the French papers. It said, in the matter-of-fact 
tone of official commuciquds, that the amount of robbery and other 
crimes had suddenly dropped during the last few days, in conse
quence of the internment in the Roland G; rros Stadium of the 
foreign rabble which for years had infested the capital. In the 
very first week of their internment these dangerous elements had 
attempted a mutiny which had to be quelled by a bayonet charge, 
resulting in several casualties.

This notice was reprinted in the same wording- by all newspapers, 
including the Liberal L'CEuvre a id  the Socialist Populaire; it had 
been issued by the French Ministry of Information. The Ministry 
of Information knew, of course, tha. the criminal section in the camp 
consisted exclusively of Frenchme ., and that thes'-, not the aliens, 
were responsible for the mutiny referred to. But hey also knew 
that if there were any spontaneous popular feeing left in the 
apathetic masses of France, it wa the feeling of hatred for 
foreigners.

During the first month of the war it ecame a deliberate policy 
of the Ministry of Information to feed the people on gruesome 
lories of the crimes committed by foreigiers (this w s long b e fo ie  

the p a r a c h u t is t  psychosis started) and tc '1 epresent *ie  Govern
ment as engaged in a heroic fight against \ he ^  called sale
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^. iiuteque, They had not much other news to feed them on, and Imre, 
at least, they could be sure of popular support. It must be borne 
in mind that there were about three and a half million aliens living- 
in France, or almost io per cent, of the total population. They were 
a much better scapegoat than Germany’s barely 500,000 Jews. 
From this point of view of mass psychology', it is fascinating to sec 
that to all intents and purposes, French xenophobia was but a 
national variation or Ersatz of German anti-Semitism.

In both cases one must distinguish clearly between the popular 
origin of the mass psychosis, with its deep, mainly unconscious 
roots, and its conscious exploitation for political purposes. Hatted 
oi foreigners, as such, seems to be the oldest collective feeling of 
mankind back to the tribal age and anti-Semitism only one of its 
specified forms; the Old Testament laws, racial and economic, 
against the Stranger in Israel could have served as a model for the 
Nuremberg Code; the Greek word ‘barbarian’ simply means 
foreigner’, and for the Frenchman, more conservative in his 

habits than the Greek, the foreigner has never ceased to be a 
barbarian -  whether he was an Italian navvy, a Polish miner, or 
a German refugee.

IV hen the French Government discovered a welcome diversion 
from the general discontent by exploiting the people’s natural 
hostility to foreigners, and appealing to their pogrom instincts, 
they'merely followed an ancient recipe of political quackery; the 
sacrifice ol scapegoats is an old-established institution. Up-to-date 
rulers, however, want something more spectacular dian a goat, 
they need at least a dragon. Hitler had invented the first com
posite super-dragon called the Judeo-Libcral-Stalin-Rothschild- 
U orld-Conspiracy. Stalin followed with the Tretsky-Nazi- 
Menshevik-Imperialist-Well-poisoning - Crop-wrecking- Firc-spit- 
ting-Monster-Dragon, One of the advantages of the modern 
dragon over the antiquated scapegoat was that it received one 
deadly blow after another, but never completely died, and wften 
s ightly tickled in the solar plexus at once regained its menacing 
eiocity,thus allowing the modern St. George to continue tin , it 

1 an unlimited number of rounds. Another of its advantages 
\.as t tat the dragon could be re-baptized and consisted, so 10
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. speak, of interchangeable part*. Thus, in Hitler’s dragon, me 
vital organ called 'Bolshevism’ was replaced by ‘Capitalism’, and 
in Stalin’s dragon ‘Fascism’ by ‘Pluto-Democraoy’, without in the 
least weakening its effect.

The French dragon, of course, was less ambitious and of a poorish 
aspect. They couldn’t paint on it the genuinely scaring features of 
‘Dictatorship’, ‘Persecution’, and ‘Tyranny’, lest the real little 
dragons beyond the Pyrenees and Alps should recognize their own 
portraits and be offended. They painted it red, but this somehow 
missed the point, as the enemy unfortunately happened to be 
brown. So they had to stuff it with all sorts of old rags and trash, 
Prussian boots and Hun caricatures and Sauerkraut and Nietzsche; 
its only impressive feature, the pike de resistance so to speak, were 
the meteques. It was not a very splendid dragon, yet good enough to 
stage a fight in a Punch and Judy show and to receive some 
thudding whacks amidst general applause.

Who looked close enough to find out what a poor, tired beast 
this dragon was, with its mangy skin and long, melancholy nose, 
reminding one oddly of Yankel’s -  and that it looked more like a 
half-drowned cat than a stately dragon?

8

On the day when we were to leave the Stadium and Paris for 
an unknown destination, I obtained permission from the Com
mandant to talk to G. for two minutes. I bribed three of our 
guards, independently of one another, to take a taxi and bring her 
to the camp -for, in spite of all their feelings of sympathy and 
‘ .olidarity’, they were not too reliable. Actually only one of the 
three turned up at G .’s flat, but he brought her to the camp all 
right. She waited at the outside entrance and the Commandant 
personally escorted me to her, as the matter was against all 
regulations. The two minutes became five, and when they were 
over T knew that the Home Office had refused my application for a 
visa as a consequence of my arrest, I piesutned -  and that G. had

* G(W \
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w ^ ^ k 4/n°t to return to England, but to wait until I was rele^sral^ 
To ray surprise, I found that the effect on rhe of the second bit of 
news outweighed the first.

We didn’t learn where we were going until we were in the train.
1 hen, for the first time, we heard the name of Lc Vernet, in the 
department of Aricge, about thirty miles from the Pyrenean 
frontier. It was supposed to have been one of the camps for 
Spanish militiamen, evacuated six months ago because of its 
unsatisfactory hygienic conditions, and serving now as a sort of 
disciplinary camp for unruly Spaniards and internees in general, 
sent to Le Vernet from other camps as a measure of punishment.

riiis sounded bad, but in the excitement of the railway journey 
we did not bother too much about it. We were about 500 and 
made the journey under heavy escort, but in ordinary third-class 
carriages. They were attached to the Toulouse Express, which 
leaves the Gare d’Austerlitz at about 10 p.m. Three years ago I 
had several times travelled by the same train to catch the 5 a.m. 
plane from Toulouse to Barcelona, Alicante, and Madrid.

fn Ioulouse our wagons were attached to a slow train and at 
■ bout eleven next morning the train stopped in an apparently 
deserted stretch of country with the white chain of the Pyrenees 
as a grandiose but far-away background and with nothing in the 
foreground but a tiny little station house bearing the inscription 
u ' vi-Rnet. We got out: the train left; our escort began to form 
the 500 of us into a long queue.

E was apparently a very dillicult task, for they went on shouting 
■it us and pushing us about for more than half an hour. Then we 
began to move along the road which ran parallel to the railway 
tiack. Meanwhile it had begun to rain -  the sort of steady, 
melancholy October rain which goes on tor hours and days and 
confers on a bare landscape an aspect of utter hopelessness. We 
moved very slowly, laden as we were with luggage and blankets.
• tei a few minutes the blankets wrere soaked with water and we 
1,1 hequently to top, as the older men - there were amongst us 

many ovei sixty and a few over seventy -  would drop their 
,Uggage <UÎ  s,and still, panting, after every 100 yards.

' g°^Tx
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\Ovf§5fjjM ay to the camp we were caught up and passed by aktoMpJ 
of men coming down the road at a quick, military pace.

There were about thirty of them. They carried spades over 
their shoulders and were escorted by Mobile Guards with leather 
crops in their hands. The heads of the men were shaven, but their 
faces were stubbly. They were clad in rags; some marched through 
the mud in slippers, some with their toes sticking out of their shoes, 
some wore rubber galoshes over their naked feet. Obviously they 
were being marched back from work to the camp. We stared at 
their naked skulls, overcome by a despairing horror. They looked 
back at us, with a superficial glimmer of curiosity on their apathetic 
faces. Some of them tried to speak to us as they marched past, but 
were quickly silenced by their whip-waving escorts. They vanished 
round a bend in the road to the rhythm of their guards’ hoarse 
‘ Un -  deux. Un -  deux.'

A few hundred yards further on we reached the barbed-wire 
enclosure of the camp.

In those days the European continent had already reached a 
stage where a man could be told without irony that he should be 
thankful to be shot and not strangled, decapitated, or beaten to 
death.

A fairly high percentage of the Continent’s population had 
become quite accustomed to the thought that they were outcasts. 
They could be divided into two main categories: people doomed 
by the biological accident of their race and people doomed for 
their metaphysical creed or rational conviction tegarding the best 
way to organize human welfare. The latter category included the 
progiossive Hite of the intelligentsia, the middle classes, and the 
working classes in Central, Southern and Eastern Europe.

Nevertheless, the psychological pressure of persecution and 
defeat had developed in them a complex of guilt. Men of ex
emplary < ourage and daring, after having been labelled ‘refugees’ 
and beaten out ol three or four countries, went about as if carrying 
an invisible leper's bell. Eminent scholars and dignitaries shed 
(cars of happiness when taken to a ‘democratic’ jail after their 
escape. Girls with strong views on feminine emancipation accepted,

^
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\;Tas^sqii'are deal, to marry a passport or to prostitute themselvlrsTffr^ 
^ ^ m n fs  de sejour. Combative idealism became a squashy inferiority 

complex, and martyrdom a neurosis.
Pile standard of comparison in the treatment of human beings 

having crashed to unheard-of depths, every complaint sounded 
fiivolous and out of place. The scale of sufferings and humiliations 
tv its distorted, the measure of what a man can bear was lost. In 
Liberal-Centigrade, \  ernetwas the zero-point of infamy; measured 
in Dachau-Fahrenheit it was still 32 degrees above zero. In Vcrnet 
beating-up was a daily occurrence; in Dachau it was prolonged 
until death ensued. In Vernet people were killed for lack of 
medical attention; in Dachau they were killed on purpose. In 

emet hail ol the prisoners had to sleep without blankets in 20
egrees ol frost; in Dachau they were put in irons and exposed to 

tne host.
I his sort of comparison, for all the tragic: irony it contained, had 

a concrete meaning for most of us. Each ol us carried a weight in 
his memory to put in the Past scale of the balance and lift the

iesent ucale. \  ankel carried the weight of 11 is two pogroms and 
me prison in Lubliana, where people were made to talk by intro- 

ucing rubber tubes into their nostrils and pouring water through 
- tem; Mario had the weight of his nine years of prison in Italy, 
including torture by electric shocks during the preliminary in- 
vcstigation; Tam is, the Hungarian poet, had his three years of 
■ '! ot|r *n Szeged -  to quote only my three immediate- neigh -

m Hutrm-nt No. 34 in Le Vernet. The fourth one, myself, 
nad his hundred days under sentence of death in Seville.

We were 2,000 in the camp of Vernet. The average time each
II n. a »pent in jail or internment before was eighteen months.

1 °m past sentences were added into a single file of time, it would 
at 1 back to 1000 b .c . Sociologists should adopt the method of

tlie j1C>̂ eis an^ .exPress 8reac quantities of human suffering as
„ n ,  ^i,ei . „ °  l^e immensity of the Universe -by using
g'aspabie illustrations.

mor im ! I'r ° !u Per*°dical nightmares, dreams 01 falling om c 
tions of i l ' 11 1 ? K‘S ° U1 Persecutors,'regularly recurring repeti- 

*  the rubber tubes, the electric shocks, the death/,«.£ in
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'Those amongst us who had no personal experience br j ® r  
or torture replaced it by the fear of them. They had a more acute, 
obsessive fear of the O .V.R.A. and the Gestapo than those who had 
actually passed through their hands. It was an almost mystical 
horror. I f  somebody screamed at night in our barrack, we knew 
hr had dreamt of the Gestapo. And, regaining consciousness, he 
recognized with relief the smell of the rotting straw-of Vernet.

An unconscious cowardice has made me write the above para
graphs in the past tense. They should be written in the present.1 
For Vernet still exists; of its 2,000 prisoners only about fifty have 
been released; Yankel and Mario and Poddach and all the others 
are still there; and the camp is under the control of the Gestapo.

9
The camp of Le Vernet covers about 50 acres of ground.
The first impression on approaching it was of a mess of barbed 

wire and more barbed wire. It ran all round the camp in a three
fold fence and across it in various directions, with trenches running 
parallel.

The ground was arid; stony and dusty when dry, ankle-deep in 
mud when it rained, knobbly with frozen clods when it was cold.

The camp was divided into three sections: A, B, and C. Each 
section was separated from the others by barbed wire and trenches. 
Section A was for aliens with a criminal record. Section B lor 
those with a political record. Section C for those without any 
definite charge on their record, but who were ‘suspects either in 
the political or criminal line. I was in C; and so were most of the 
people who came with me from Paris.

The hutments were built of wooden planks, covered with a sort 
of water-proofed paper. Each hutment housed 200 men. It was- 
30 yards long and 5 yards wide. Its furnishings consisted of two 
lower and two upper platforms of planks, each 2 yards wide, run
ning along the two long walls and leaving a narrow passage in the

1 March, 1941.
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V^niHcllc. 'I'hc space between the lower and upper platform ^tU ^ 
Tpyard  ̂ so that those on the lower planks could never stand erect.
On each row slept fifty men, feet toward the passage. The rows 
were divided into ten compartments by the wooden poles support
ing the roof. Each compartment contained five men and was 105 
inches wide; thus each man disposed of a space 21 inches wide to 
sleep on. This meant that all five had to sRep on their sides, facing 
the same way, and if one turned over, all had to turn over.

The boards were covered with a thin layer of straw, and the 
straw was the sole movable furniture in the hutment. It was, in 
fact, a barn. There were no windows, only rectangular slabs cut 
out of the wall-planks, which served as shutters. There was no 
stove during the winter of 1939, no lighting, and there were no 
blankets. The camp had no refectory for meals, not a single table 
or stool in the hutments; it didn’t provide dishes, spoons, or forks 
to eat with, nor soap to wash with. A fraction of its population > 
could afford to buy these things; the others were reduced to a 
Stone Age level.

The food consisted mainly of the daily ration of 1 1 oz. of bread.
In addition, there was a cup of unsugared black coffee in the 
morning and a pint of ‘soup’ at midday and in the evening. I 
have put ‘soup’ in inverted commas; it was a pale liquid, conlain- 
mg no fat and only a few grains of chick-peas, lentils, or vermicelli.
‘ he number of grains varied between thirty and fifty. There were 

also 3 oz. of boiled beef with the midday soup, but of such a bad 
quality that only the hungriest would eat it.

Work lasted in winter from 8 to 1 r a.m. and trom 1 to 4 p.m.;
!nc forking hours were limited by the daylight and by the physical 
inferiority of the undernourished men. The rate of sick was always 
lVr| ,25 Per cent, in all the barracks, although malingering was 

heavily punished.
I he work was chiefly road-building and various labours neces- 

Sar> or the maintenance of the vast camp. It was unpaid, and the 
famp did not provide working clothes. As the majority of the 
prisoners possessed only what they stood up in -  they had long 
cf °  so ^ t îe last spare shirt or undergarment for a packet of

®a,< Ut s ~ they worked in rags and soleless shoes, in 20 degiees
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\% N n^ist/ and slept without blankets in their barns when ev&uJtfceJ 
^ p if f le  on the earth was frozen.

Four times a day there were roll-calls, which lasted from half an 
hour to an hour each. For most of this time we had to stand 
immobile in the frost. The slightest offence was reprimanded by 
a stroke of the fist or the leather crop of the Mobile Guai'ds. More 
serious offences were punished by a minimum of eight days 
imprisonment, the first twenty-four hours of which were without 
food or drink, and the next three days with bread and water only.

These, roughly, were -  and doubtless still are -  the material 
conditions in the camp of Le Vernet. It has to be remembered, 
however, that it was notoriously the worst in France. But it must 
also be mentioned that as regards food, accommodation, and 
hygiene, Vernet was even below the level of Nazi concentration 
camps. We had some thirty men in Section C who had previously 
been interned in various German camps, including the worst 
reputed, Dachau, Oranienburg, and Wolfsbuttcl, and they had an 
expert knowledge of these questions. I myself could confirm that 
the food in Franco’s prison had been far more substantial and 
nourishing, although in the carcel of Seville we had no work to do. 
and in spite of the fact that it was in the middle of the Civil War.

io

There were twenty barracks in Section C, but only three were 
occupied. It would have cost the administration not a penny more 
to distribute us over the empty barracks and thus allow us each a 
space of, say, i yard wide for the privacy of sleep. They refused; 
we had to live in our Lebensraum of 21 inches. It would have cost 
them nothing but the price of a few planks of wood to transform 
one of the seventeen empty barracks into a refectory by our work; 
they refused. We had to eat our meals standing or sitting on the 
frozen earth.

The barracks in Section C were numbered 32 to 51. They stood 
in two rows in an enclosure. No. 32 to 34 (and later on 35 and 36)
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inhabited ones. I lived in No. 34, in (he second condpaA-T 
wJnergMo the left on the upper row. Its other four inhabitants were 

Mario, the Italian, Tamils, the Hungarian poet, Pitoun, the 
Russian publicity artist, and Klein, a Rumanian model-shoe 
designer. Yankel slept next to Tamas, in compartment No. 3.

1 he day of our arrival we had to camp outside the enclosure 
while one by one wc were searched, luggage and person, had our 
names filled into various books and files, were labelled A, B, and 
G, and finally led into the barracks. Mario, Tamas, Klein, Pitoun, 
nnd 1 had stuck together during the journey, so that we should 
become neighbours in our new abode. We were among the last to 

. let in> after six hours waiting in the rain. The barrack was 
Pitch dark, and so was the vast camp around it -  dark, uncanny, 
nnd oppressive. We lay down on the straw, shivering in our wet 
clothes, and sharing three blankets between the five of us.

dhe next day we did not yet have to work and were told instead 
to queue up in front of an empty barrack to have our heads 
ciopped. On our arrival, when we had seen the first wretched 
inmates of Lc Vernet on the road, it had been mainly their naked 
-nils which had made such a horrifying impression on us; they 

• ecked of the convict. Prison experts all over the world know the. 
extraordinary psychological effect of imposing the convict skull 
on a man, regardless whether the measure in itself is hygienically 
.]u nified or not; that is why political prisoners in more enlightened 
countries are exempt from it.

When the order came through, Mario, Albert, and I held a 
consultation and decided to start a protest action. Albert, an 
l ? 1 cĉ  German author, was housed in the neighbouring barrack, 
B X  ,to§ether wdh most of the people from the former ‘ German 
1 u Iade of the Roland Garros Stadium, except those who had 
. RC n tcl̂ en to Section B. We agreed that, if we did not show back- 
like *bc V(:ry beginning, we would be done for and treated

hacl b JJlt'Paiet  ̂ two bits, one for Barrack 33 and one for 34 (3a 
caut- CU1 C0D1i^ctc: before our arrival), and began, with a certain 
ap * ° n’ l,° ^pbect signatures for our protest. We were soon dis- 

C ‘ ,VP1 ybody in my barrack seemed to have a different
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\C n̂ S ^ M iow the protest should be worded. Some found itjrm  J  
polite, others too provocative; some suggested it sliould be a 
petition, not a protest, others that we should threaten to go on 
hunger strike at once. A German barrister warned us that we were 
under the martial law and liable to be tried for incitement to 
mutiny -  which was quite true. Old Poddach implored us between 
fits of coughing 'not to make us all even more unhappy than we 
are’. The Red-Whites and the White-Whites (most of the Russians 
were in my barrack) all spoke at once, gesticulating and quoting 
history, Lenin, and the Gospels. It was a complete madhouse, 
and meanwhile the first men with cropped hair returned from the 
barber, looking like galley-slaves.

Mario pulled my sleeve and drew me outside the barrack. I 
looked disgustedly at the crumpled list in my hand. ‘Let’s drop the 
whcle thing,’ he said. ‘ It is no good trying with this crowd.’ I 
tried to defend the crowd, putting all the blame on the cursed 
Russians. Mario smiled. 'Cosa sinistra,’ he said. ‘Lelt tradition. 
Fill this barrack with Fascists of any country and you would see 
them sign in a jiffy.’

I wanted to go on, nevertheless, but I could not argue against 
that particular quiet smile of Mario’s; it made me feel futile and 
childish, although he was younger than I. I knew it had taken 
nine years of imprisonment to form that smile -  three years ol 
fermenting in solitary confinement and six further years to become 
ripe and mellow, while he shared 12 square yards of space with 
comrades. He had been nineteen when the cell door closed behind 
h im -an d  twenty-eight when it opened again, two years ago. 
This kind of experience either crushes a man or produces some
thing very rare and perfect -  and Mario belonged to the latter 
category.

Then Albert turned up with his list. The German Communists 
in Barrack 32 had declared that they were all prepared to sign it 
-  some of the others too, but the Communists in bulk. ‘Cosa 
sinistra,’ I said to Mario with a grin. For there was a particular, 
sour humour about this -  all three of us had once been Commun
ists, had left the Party ir resentment and disgust, and were loathed 
as renegades. Anyhow, we could not present the camp authorities
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!̂  P '^ g ^ ' : /Communist petition -  either everybody signed, or dM  A 

would appear in an ominous political colour. And the 
Communists knew that, of course they had learned their dialec
tics well. Yet whatever their motives were, we had once more to 
realize with bitterness that they were the only people with, sc w 
speak,^collective guts. It was the tragedy of the European Left, 
reflected  ̂in our miniature society.

Cosa sinistra.-a, truly sinister state of affairs. Finally vve con
cocted a list with only a few signatures selected from the intelli
gentsia ' of our barracks -  there were two ex-members of the 
Reichstag on it, two authors, two doctors of medicine, several 
doctors ot philosophy, lawyers, and two members of the Legion 

, d Honneur — and Albert wrote a flowery letter in his best Corned ie 
l ’rangaise style, full of honneur and dignite. This we handed to 
Adjudant Pernod, who was in charge of our section. An hour later 
lie came back, his face even redder than usual -  he was a heavy 
drinker of aperitifs, hence his nickname -  threatening everybody 
whom he should see to-morrow with a single hair on his head with 
eight days of imprisonment. So in the afternoon we all queued 
up and got our convict skulls. That was the end of our only 
attempt.at a collective■ actim.

 ̂^l:, ’ 1 lorning v. <. • grouped into working squads. I was
i ut uifli n out thin. •.••!•/ rs s ig up a- .1 level the uneven waste
’grand out d . ’e row t ba -s.

It was ;i ■ ■ 1 ,, r. , nc’ ..eit o.. > -ds long and 150 yards
Wide, inside the barbed-wife endo ure of S< :tion C. We used it as 
our excreiw m 1 .» pma -i \.hich distinguished us, simple
suspects’, h he (. r nin. .’ m ' and tlu ‘ Political’ in B; they 

had no spa,-, tor r <erci,e 01 1 h„n ihe nan ,w path between their 
hutments.

the It  the -.tony ground thoroughly, remove
“V 1*, 1 1 ' u -. and cavities and make it ‘all niceana sm.-e I. . ■ , , . , ., I ivks and spades under the supervision C’l CWv V' , . . .  1 , . ‘

about \ * l,ey cllt* not hurry us -  they hung
u '' G dapping the calves of their boots
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little whips, and during the first hour I thought thhtJtLeJ 
work was rather easy. I had earned my living by manual labour 
at one time, and although that was thirteen .years ago, I still 
vaguely knew how to handle a spade. The sun was pouring down 
on us full blast; we were in the middle of October, yet we worked 
stripped to the waist. After an hour or so I felt tired, arid aftei an 
hour and a half the pick had doubled its weight and I felt my pulse 
throbbing at the sides of my neck. At about that time the first 
incident occurred. One of the Guards approached Varga, a young 
Rumanian of a rather frail appearance, and told him to dig. deeper 
into the ground. Varga was already very flushed and his eyes had 
the goggling look of physical strain. He said, panting, and in a 
somewhat wrangling tone, that he was a student and not accus
tomed to manual labour. In the next instant the Guard’s large fist 
crashed down under Varga’s ear, who stumbled and fell. Two of 
us helped him up, and he went on digging with his spade without 
a word. The Guard walked slowly back to his colleague, looking 
as bored as ever.

I worked alternatively with pick and spade. About ten o’clock 
I felt my eyes starting out of my face and every heartbeat resound
ing in my chest like in a hollow drum. At intervals of ten minutes 
I allowed myself one minute’s rest, leaning against the spade. The 
Guards did not object to this, but in their bored faces they had eyes 
of professio al keenness, which saw at once if a man did not kee p 
up with his , i ighboufs or merely pretended to work.

At i i  a.m. vork was over, but there was no possibility of rest. 
First w e  had o carry our working implements to the toolshed, 
about hall a file away at the other end of the camp, and hang 
about the plac until somebody turned up with the key. Then 
back, un-dt c ' escorted Ly the same Guards to our b rracks.
Then fall in for e roll-call, which lasted half an hour. It was
twelve whi tedup r the soup, but the soup did not arrive
unto lee ■ it U!il muted in the open air and gulped down 
s' ei.c it i . u 1 tin; which we had dug out from the camp 
11 ' ' “ P- 1 u ‘l ' ■ •'..>* the fortunate ones who had brought

w m; mm Mttng howl? nd cutlery, and shared mine with Mario. 
A T  ; u ■ oup w, were more hungry than before. We nad just the

M
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y w v lS il®  ̂ 11SC our tins in cold water under the taps -  there ring L  l 
X^^y^fhtap:; next to' eacl^ barra'ck in the open air — then we had 10 

fall in again for the third roll-call of the day, march back to the 
tool-shed, put spades and picks on our shoulders and, mi-deux, 
un-deux, march back to work.

Those hours of work in the afternoon were torture. I kept 
glancing at the hands of my wrist-watch, which seemed uliable 
ever to accomplish three complete revolutions. My bones ached, 
my heart thumped, my pulses throbbed, and I listened with dumb 
bewilderment to the ocld ‘harf, ‘han’, which every stroke of the 
pick pressed out of my lungs. There was a dense fog in my brain, 
impenetrable to any coherent thought, except the dull obsession of 
counting the minutes — an aching state pf semi-consciousness and 
numb idiocy. . '

As far as I could see, most of the others were in a similar state. 
In the morning they had still talked to each other; now nobody 
spoke a word; they worked like' panting automata. Two of our 
squad were taken to prison on that first afternoon for unsatisfactory- 
work. >

r et it would be unfair to say that the Guards drove or goaded us. 
They simply hung about with their keen eyes arid bored looks, and 

kept up the routine speed of work by their mere presence, with, » 
minimum of threats and brutality. Up till that day, when I had 
heard of forced labour in German concentration camps and eise- 
yTcre, 1 had imagined something in the nature 'of illustrations in 
ZJikle 1 opi s Cabin — sadistic slave-drivers hurrving about with 
long horsewhips whistling in their Hands. The reality was, as in 
most forms of lasting suffering, quite undramatic. During the day 
there had only been one case of physical ill-treatment" and the 
speed of the work was not over that of professional routine. But 
for people unskilled in heavy manual labour and under-fed to the 
degice of acute and chronic hunger, the routine became plain 
torture. An undramatic, everyday torture which transformed our 
crowd within a few weeks into grey-laced, hollow-eyed, apathetic 
Greeks. When winter came, the lack of adequate clothing and the - 
lack of lat in »hc- nourishment made one after the other break down.
I here was not a smgi man in our squad who had riot to be taken

.
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Fybspital for a few days. They came out still unsteady ohjWuT 
feet, for space in the hospital was scarce, to he sent back to forced 
labour. And that is what they are doing still, drudging with spade 
and pick, hammer and saw, unpaid, underfed, hopeless. Not time, 
only space separates us from them as they stand on the arid downs 
north of the Pyrenees, swinging picks in their blue, frozen hands, 
little clouds of steam in front of their naked heads, apathetic 
ghosts of the great defeat.

After three days of work I had a sort of collapse and had to put 
myself on the list for the medical visit. I had suffered from some 
cardiac trouble for the last three years, a heritage of hunger strikes 
in the Seville prison, nothing serious, but now enough to make me 
feel miserable with palpitations and giddiness.

Wc knew already that there were two doctors in the camp, the 
‘good one’ and the ‘bad one’ ; the ‘good one’ was a young sous- 
lieutenant, the ‘bad one’ a lieutenant and member of the Croix de 
Feu. The trouble was that one never knew beforehand which of 
the two would be on duty. The day before, the lieutenant had sent 
two men to prison for visite non-motivie. One of them was a fifty- 
year -old Turkish Jew  with chronic conjunctivitis. He had been 
attached to a squad of cleaners and had to sweep the barrack with 
a broom four times a day -  rather easy work, but the thick dust 
made his inflamed, watery eyes become worse and worse. He 
had asked the doctor for an eye lotion and for a few days of 
exemption from work. Without even a pretence of examining 
him, the lieutenant had dictated the prescription to his orderly:
‘ Visite non-motivie -  quinze jours de prison.’ The old Jew  was stunned 
and began to cry. Whereupon the lieutenant pronounced the 
stereotyped sentence:

‘Nous sommes en guerre -  French soldiers in the Maginot Lire 
suffer worse hardships l ban you, and wouldn’t pester their superiors 
with trifles.’

1 hete was no answer to that, j he next patient was a young j 
German Socialist, suffering from a floating kidney, but with a 
tough and healthy appearance. He also got his fifteen days of jail,

I f  S C U M OF T H E  E A R T H  ( q j

98



( i f  f t  Yyt ;  P U K G - A T O R Y  v f i l  '
V^^ro^Ygnsnids returned to work. Three months later we • J  

him in dle cemetery of Le Vernet, with the ceremonial assi 
of tire Camp authorities. He was twenty-four years old- 1 
forgotten his name.' > ' ’

rhe df y wh<in 1 ™as callcd to the doctor’s room the sous-lieulmant 
was on duty. He took rny blood-pressure and examined me fairly 
thoroughly. Then he asked: ‘You are an author?’ ‘Yes.’' ‘Writing 
lor English’ and American papers?’ ‘Yes.’ . ‘ 77m ,’ he said and 
turning to his orderly:

Exempt from all work ahd also from marching.’
When I was outside my heart beat a tattoo and all the way back 

to section C I was whistling the Carmagnole to the rhvthm of the 
Guard s un-deux On arriving at Barrack 34, I found'Mario and 
lamas, who had just returned from work with their squads. They 
nc rc lying on their backs on the straw, their faces grey with ex
haustion. All my happiness fell to ashes. But when I had told 
them rather reluctantly, the result of the visit, lam as gathered 
himself up and congratulated me with his usual solemnity, while 

' . la*'to J umPcd to his feet and embraced me with as radiant a face 
,Ythe news had concerned himself. He had grasped at once the 

adiction in my feelings and said, lying back again in the 
• •: It is very lucky for all five of us. You will keep the straw

nd clean our blankets, and bribe the cooks for hot water 
• Eli somrtie, we shall, exploit you and prevent you falling 

n o the parasitical ranks of the bourgeoisie;’ 
is we began to organize our lives. Klein, the Rumanian 
-shoe designer, became permaneni’y attached to the kitchen 

... through him and through an elaborate system of bribing the 
>ks, I managed to get our tins filled with hot water twice a day 

to prepare tea bciore the Others came back from, work The 
tep was that Klein, Tamas, and I had thermos bottles sent to 
n home, so mat I could supply the labouring members of our 

11 “V were actually at work. The Guards
is the work was not interrupted and ■>
Besides, they had begun to know us 

] an<̂  Mario were respected by them, 
rive Irom home -  irregularly at fii ,t}

■ . ; ' x V  \  ^
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dually, one parcel a week. Alter a few weeks cant^en^-^ 
blishecl in the camp -  one in each section -  where one 

a buy cigarettes, cheese, condensed milk, bread, chocolate, and 
Dacon for prices about 50 per cent, higher than the usual ones. The 
canteen and the food parcels quickly led to the establishment of a 
miniature class society in our barracks, with very queer conse
quences.

11

The camp was run with that mixture of ignominy, corruption, 
and laissei-faire so typical of the French administration.

The three sections were strictly isolated from each other by 
means of barbed wire and trenches, and by the infliction of severe 
punishments for shouting over the fence or sending messages. But 
inside the enclosure of our Section G we could move freely, Visit 
oirr friends in oth' r barracks, or walk on the large stretch of waste 
behind them, untu 8 p.m. From 8 p.m. to 6 a.m. we were confine 
to the barracks, but, as the latrines were outside, one could ahve 
use this pretext for a smoke or a breath of fresh air, if the ni' 
were mild. The camp was heavily guarded, but the sentries 
posted outside the barbed-wire enclosure, and the prem’ 
cur section were only visited during the night by an occ< 
patrol.

V ?e were guarded, not by ordinary troops as in the Stadiui 
by the Garde Mobile, i.e. gendarmes -  both in human materia 
tradition notoriously the most reactionary and brutal force , 
France. The dictator plenipotentiary of Section C was Adjud 
Pernod. His staff consisted of two sergeant-majors, ‘Fcrna 
and ‘the Corsican’. Fernandel owed his nickname to his re 
lance to the well-known French actor; he had the same lone 
face and protruding horse-teeth, ar ’ 1 ■» 
changing without transition to si
Corsican was long and lean, with th »
resentful melancholy of a man sm 
trouble. His wife, as we learned latei
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’ recently had a miscarriage, and was now again expectant, and * 
pfeifiea continually in her letters. She: lived somewhere in northern 
France, and his next leave was not due for three months. Every 
time the Corsican received another reproachful letter from his 
wife, his face grew yellower, right to the white of his eyes, which 
slowly moved in their sockets, looking our ranks yp and down for 
a victim. When he found it -  a man who did not stand correctly 
to attention or whispered to his neighbour during the roll-call -  he 
pounced forward to use his crop; and while he hit, he bit his lower 
lip with his teeth.

Adjudant Pernod, Fernandel, and the Corsican made their 
regular, appearances four times a day, at the four roll-calls before 
and after work. They were accompanied by about thirty Guards. 
At the 8 a.m. and the i p.m. 1 oil-calls Fernandel.and the Corsican 
detailed off the working squads and the Guards who were to escort 
them. At he 11 a.m. and the 4 p.m. roll-calls they distributed 
letters. Apart from these four daily ceremonies, they left us alone 
and did not care what we did out of working hours. They hardly 
eve-s came inside a barrack -  the smell of the rotting straw and of 
the 200 men tightly packed into those dark, long, tunnel-like 
barns did not attract them.

Thus the details of the everyday routine of life were regulated 
not so much by the camp authorities as by the chef tie barraque. 
Each hutment had to elect a chef de barraque, who to a certain 
extent was responsible to Fernandel and the Corsican for order and 
discipline. The chef de barraque had three chefs de groupe to assist 
him. No. 33, the German barrack, had elected Albert, who, as a 
former Commissar with the International Brigades in Spain, had 
the required authority, and, as a former pupil of a Jesuit seminary, 
the necessary diplomatic smoothness for this post. The Com
munists in 33 could perhaps have prevented his election, but lor 
dialectical reasons they preferred not to have one of their own 
people exposed.

In our barrack the Russians, who’were in the majority, had after 
much wrangling come to an agreement in the person of Kuryat- 
chuk, a giant o/er six feet tall and somewhat slow-wilted, but 
endowed with a sort of authoritative sleepiness like an elephant.
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XV f̂fimije^dly he was on the extreme White wing of the Red-Wmfes 
^h'd'-tnus in some way situated just in the axis of the centrifugal 
forces. The good thing about Kuryatchuk was that you could not 
argue with him -  he just looked down at you silently with his little 
elephant eyes and gave no answer, being unable to think of one; 
and the solemn silence ensuing ended the argument. Unfortu
nately, Kuryatchuk’s regime was brought to an end after a few 
weeks by the above-mentioned development of a class society in 
our barrack, the first consequence of which was a phenomenon 
best described as the Irruption of the Criminals.

I have said that Section C was composed of ‘suspects’, both in 
the political and criminal sense. The ‘criminals’ were mainly con
centrated in my barrack. They did noi amount to more than 20 
per cent., and most of them were not criminal at all, but interned 
on the strength of a so-called ‘blot’ on their police dossier. Klein, 
for instance, the model-shoe designer, was a refugee from Rumania. 
He had lived in France for seven years, but had been unable to 
obtain a permis de travail -  the permit to work necessary for aliens. 
He had the choice to starve or to work illegally, and naturally 
chose the latter, as did thousands of foreigners. The French 
authorities knew all about it, of course, and more or less closed 
their eyes. According to a long-cherished tradition, they preferred 
to tolerate semi-officially an illegal state of affairs, rather than to 
admit officially that a man who is allowed to live in France must 
also be allowed to earn his living. Three years ago Klein had been 
denounced by some personal enemy for ‘working illegallv’. There 
followed the usual sequence of events: expulsion order; physical 
impossibility to comply with it (he had, of course, no passport and 
nowhere to go); six months’ imprisonment in the Sante. According 
to the paradoxical French routine, the expulsion order was can
celled on his release -  otherwise the French administration would 
have been obliged to keep him in prison until the end of his days -  
and he was allowed to go on working just as illegally as hitherto 
But the blot on his dossier emained, and at the outbreak of war h<’ 
was intern -d as an undesirable alien, ‘suspect on account of a 
former conviction’.

It was a typical case, and most of the ‘criminals’ in Section
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YispyJjM /a story more or less on the same lines. But there 

were about twenty real types du milieu in our barrack, and, in 
spite of their numerical inferiority, they succeeded in bringing 
about a sort of social fermentation which soon poisoned ihe 
atmosphere.

It all began with the food parcels and the canteen. The nourish
ment provided by the camp was just sufficient to keep a man alive 
in a state of permahent, aching, stomach-burning hunger, with 
constant day-dreams of food. Yet in the same barrack some of 
the crowd fed on tinned meats, sausage, bacon, cheese, butter, 
chocolate, and fruit. The contrast between rich and poor reached 
the pungency of a social satire. The dark tunnel of our barrack 
became a nightmarish exaggerated model of human society, a kind 
of distorting mirror.

Some dilettantish attempts to introduce practical Communism 
were nipped in the bud: principally because, out of the 200 in our 
barrack, only about ten belonged to the moneyed (or, more cor
rectly, the ’‘parcelled’) class — that is, received food from outside 
regularly. Besides, the number of the parcels was limited to one a 
week, and their weight to 10 lb. maximum. As to the canteen, 
those who possessed some cash were only allowed to spend about 
lor. a month. Thus, in a general share- nt, one man’s share ŵ ould 
have amounted to an average of 6 oz. of food per week, or practi
cally nothing. Besides, only three or four of the regular parcel- 
receivers were willing to submit to such an extraordinary sacrifice. 
The collective sense, as it generally is, was mainly a privilege oi 
the have-nots.

The attempt at ‘socialism’1 having failed, ‘capitalist’ corruption 
and decay took its inevitable course. In the beginning, for a few 
< igarettes or a bit of sausage, one could bribe the cook- to give one 
hot water for tea, or hire people to wash one’s shirts and polish 
one s boots; later on, when the milieu had established its rule over 
the barrack, one could by bribery obtain practically anything:

1 ‘Socialist and ‘capitalist’ in inverted commas, as property in our com
munity included no mean ; of product!o», only go- \  )br const ’notion. The

dantry of this tootnote may be excused by the fact .hat the majority of people 
still live in a slate >,■: analphabctism as far as the economic functioning of so; i ty 
is concerned.
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W se ^ M to n  from work, larger living-space, alcoholic drinks^xMu 
protection from denunciation to the authorities.

The milieu in our barrack had its recognized leader in the person 
of Cyrano, a scarfaced young Spaniard with a high-pitched voice 
oddly contrasting with his sturdy build. He pretended< to be a 
political refugee and former member of the F.A.I., the Anarchist 
Federation, and had for the past two years exercised the profession 
of maquereau, or pimp, in the rue du Faubourg Montmartre. We 
knew this from his friend Ornato, a dark, elegant Italian who had 
been a cocaine dealer in the same quartier, and went about day and 
night in a conspicuous, bright, and fluffy teddy-bear coat. They 
had as permanent hanger-on George, a little Armenian minus 
habeans of seventeen, who had made a living in Paris by alternately 
stealing bicycles and prostituting himself. His beat comprised the 
public conveniences between the Place Pigalle and Place Blanche, 
and the permanent amusements fair at the Palais Berlitz.

Cyrano and Ornato had proclaimed themselves chefs de groups 
when Kuryatchuk was elected barrack chief. How exactly they 
had managed this nobody remembered clearly afterwards -  they 
went about w'ith some lists amidst the general excitement of the 
first day, when all the interest was centred on the election of the 
barrack chief and on the barber question; and next day they were 
firmly established in their posts. To be chef de groups had consider
able advantages: exemption from work, power to settle minor 
disputes concerning the distribution of vacant places whose tenants 
were in hospital, and custody of the lists of those temporarily ex
empted from work by the doctor. As at least one-quarter of the 
barrack was always ill with influen*za and dysentery, and as only 
a fraction of them could be accommodated in hospital, it became 
mainly a question of a bribe to Cyrano or Ornato whether one had 
to join a working squad or was allowed to lie all day on the straw 
in the barrack. Adjudant Pernod and his staff never bothered 
about the iists; they found it simpler to rely upon the chef de 
baroque and th< chefs de groups, as long as they had the required 
number of men for work.

But to buy Cyrano s favour — Ornato only played a subsidiary 
role — was expensive and lequired a certain diplomacy. One
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\->Cqi5m ^(/s imply put a box of sardines into his hands and ask hrtre^* 
Tei-bSr work for a day. A certain code had to be observed, an 
indirect, roundabout language be used, an atmosphere of con
fidence and intimacy be created. Only a few had the means and 
the technique to obtain Cyrano’s favour. Besides, he was touchy 
and proud I had a row with him in the very first days, and he 
made life difficult for me, although as an exempt defaiitif he could • 
not force me to work. Later, when Mario was on the verge of 
collapse and refused to go to see the doctor, I had to come to terms 
with Cyrano in order to buy Mario a couple of days of rest. The 
only occasion that I seriously quarrelled with Mario was when he 
found out about it. I never tried it again. Mario had one idee fixe: 
to avoid any occasion of being humiliated by those who had power 
over us. This obsession, result of nine years of prison life, determined 
his conduct in the camp and led him to a kind of masochistic, 
almost suicidal behaviour; to go on working with a temperature 
of 103-5; t0 refuse to write petitions for his release in the flowery 
French style required in such documents, and even to refuse a 
written declaration of his loyalty to the Allied cause -  he had 
volunteered for the French Army from the first day of the war -  
for fear that it might be interpreted as an enforced and not a 
voluntary political act.

It was the ever-recurring and fatal constellation: the Cyranos 
and Ornatos and their patrons and proteges got on swimmingly in 
our rubbish heap of a t amp, while the Marios and Tamascs played 
the eternal role of Don Quixote.

Yet one obstacle to Cyrano’s prosperous ascent still remained: 
Kuryatchuk the elephant. Nominally at least he was still chef dc 
baroque, and from time to time even his slow-moving brain dis
covered an irregularity on the lists and put a stop to one of Cyrano’s 
clever combines. Cyrano tried everything to kick him out of the 
way, but Kuryatchuk just looked dow n at him with his sleepy eyes 
and occasionally gave a roar through his proboscis that made the 
barrack quiver.

One day, in the second month of our stay in Le Vernet, during 
ilu- midday break, a troop oi gendarmes suddenly raided our 
bat t ack, pushed everybody out, locked the doors and allowed
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• < ^ ^ Q S /to  approach. We stood around in a crowd, stunned. Tnen 
Adjudant Pernod, Fernandel, and the Corsican arrived in a solemn 
group, .followed by Cyrano and Kuryatchuk.. The rumour soon 
went round that they were searching the barrack for stolen goods; 
actually complaints of thefts had been multiplying during the last 
fortnight. Ornato remained outside; he moved from group to 
group in his bright teddy-bear coat and made one or two con
fidential hints that the search might lead to ‘very unexpected 
results’. After half an hour or so the five emerged into the day
light, the officials looking very official, Cyrano with a triumphant 
wink, and Kuryatchuk carrying a large bundle in his hands and 
looking more stupid than ever. He lumbered along behind the 
staff and disappeared with them in the direction of the office. 
But Cyrano joined the crowd and, after letting himself be pressed 

' for a while, he informed us confidentially that the ‘stolen goods’ -  
seine two or three shirts and a few pairs of socks -  had been found 
in the barrack chief’s bag.

We suspected at one? that the elephant was innocent and that 
Cyrano had played a dirty trick on him; and even Pernod and his 
staff guessed that something of the sort must have happened. The 
investigation was carried out secretly, but we learned that three 
compatriots of Kuryatchuk, amongst them the opera singer, had 
testified to having played cards the previous evening on Kuryat- 
chuk’s suitcase, which had been emptied for this purpose and 
found to contain nothing but a dirty pair of pants, strewn with 
tea-leaves and tobacco. He was acquitted, but nevertheless 
resigned from his post; he seemed to have taken the suspicion to 
heart, and henceforth led a shadowy and melancholy existence 
on his heap of straw in a corner, out of the limelight of public 
interest.

Against Cyrano nothing could be proved; yet his hopes of 
becoming Kuryatchuk’s successor were cut short by Adjudant 
Pernod, who, abolishing the election system with a majestic and 
somewhat unsteady gesture, appointed a Swiss named Storfer, a 
queer man and a newcomer amongst us, to the post of chef de 
baroque.

Storfer had arrived at the camp only a fortnight before; he was

' Go%>\
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x^^otw^orty, under middle height and burly, with the twisted, 

sttrnted, and cunning face of a peasant from ?he mountains. He 
wore khaki trousers and a green hat with a feather which he never 
took off, not even when asleep. He went alyout alone, hardly 
talking to anybody, except to George, the Armenian nancy-boy. 
The iirst we learned about him was that he was lia ble to epileptic 

* fits, as he had one the night after his arrival. The second, that he 
had spent twelve years in the Foreign Legion, and afterwards 
worked in a circus. The third, that he was an informer who 
reported everything that happened in the. barrack to the Corsican.

Storfer’s nomination inaugurated a new era in the barrack. He 
had us all in his power by the simple expedient of denouncing 
anybody he disliked to the gendarmes. His first victim was Cyrano 
himself, who had remained chef de groupe and was in Storfer’s way. 
Cyrano had made a remark about the ceremony of ‘saluting the ' 

- ' flag’ -  every morning in turn twenty men were marched to the 
camp entrance and had to perform a sort of parade while the 

' tricolor was hoisted on the flagpole; they had to get up half an 
hour earlier than tire others, and Cyrano had said something to the 
effect that this was a bloody nuisance. The remark was made in 

K Storfer’s presence. An hour later three Guards came for Cyrano 
and marched him off. He was kept in jail for three weeks, terribly 

. beaten up and transferred to Section B for having ‘insulted the 
French flag’. We never saw him again.

Having got rid of Cyrano, Storfer methodically developed 
bribery into a system. We all more or less became his tributaries, 
acegc^rig to our means. He ‘took’ money in any amount, from 
10 sous to 100 ‘,rancs> and bestowed favours accordingly. Cyrano’s 
regune had bec>‘ °ki*fashioned, nineteenth-century banditism; 
Sto ler introduced nlc modcrn form of racket into our society, with 
its typical feature of collaboration between the gang and the 
authorities. For Pernod and *lis course> knew what went
oh, but the advantage of *iavin& their own informer as barrack 
chief outweighed their mor;l‘ scruples, if they had any; their only- 
interest was not to be bothoe<̂  anything, and Storfer saw 
to that.

The new regime brought forth a mal'ked development in the
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^^^Smhesyof class diffcre ntiation. The privileges of the parafilea
class.were no longer c onfined to food and cigarettes, but gradually
extended to housing conditions and the general style of living.

The first member of the plutocracy to have an entire five-man 
compartment to himself, and a valet to attend to him, was Mr. 
Goodman, agent of a well-known American armament firm in 
France. He was of Balkan origin, had worked for the French 
Deuxieme Bureau, and was detained under suspicion of being a 
double agent, which I believe he actually was. There wrere always 
vacancies, in the barrack, and Goodman, by paying a considerable 
weekly sum to Storfer, secured exclusive possession of the corner 
compartment on the upper platform opposite to ours. Parta, his 
valet, was a little Hungarian salesman who slaved for Goodman as 
muid-of-all-work, in exchange for a share of Goodman’s gorgeous 
meals of tinned foods and an occasional American cigarette or a 
glass of brandy, smuggled to Goodman by the gendarmes through 
the intermediary of Storfer

Parta had transformed Goodman’s compartment into a kind of 
cosy attic. There was no straw on the floor; Goodman slept on a 
pneumatic mattress and Parta on a palliasse. They had a table -  
the planks of an old crate nailed together -  and stools, and shelves 
..erving as a larder. In the evening they burnt smuggled candles. 
They had separated their compartment from the adjoining one 
w ith brown-paper pinned on to the wooden framework, and from 
f he outer corridor by hanging blankets over a wife. From time to 
fane Goodman gave parties for other members of the plutocracy.

Opposite to Goodman, in the upper corner cornPi r t r p f next 
to ours, lived Storfer with his two satellites: Ge ‘ , .7. ',-
Armenian bicycle thief who had become Storfer’, j  ,/
another Swiss and former legionnaire, also hon )‘ ab U!1 mi ’ 
had a table and candles to burn. asexual. They too

So had we. A table, five stools, a larder , 
shelf, all in a space of 2 by 3 yards. The ' sheli and ™ . a ° ° rok“ 
palliasses which we had been sent fror f aw wa° stuHed mt0 five 
top of each other during the daythm *  ,home» f 11 neatlY Pllcd on 
but we had two lamps made of o1 ® couldn t afford candles, 
steadied by a wire hook. We , J(1 tlns h,1Icd with oii and a wick

tepiesentcd the lower ranks of the
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V.,XW p|^y> as between the five of us om 'y t n .received o a S l M  
which we shared. They usually arrived on Thursday nd 'we had 
a'rigid rationing system to make them last th -e whole wee a 
bar of chocolate and every biscuit was countt -d and divided into 
five times seven rations, and the skin of the sau -sages was mai'ked 
with a scale like a thermometer. The same s>. stem Qf rcfincd 
economy was applied to space. We had to share 6 sq uare yards be
tween the five of us, and to sit round the table was on jy possible il 
we arranged our limbs in one particular way, like a jig- saw pUZZ;c 

The life we led was a proof of man’s capacity for at daptation 
I think that even the condemned souls in purgatory aftei,- a tjme 
develop a sort of homely routine. That is, by the way, wh,v ,nosi- 
prison memoirs are unreadable. The difficulty of conveying t»0 tj lc 
reader in his armchair an idea of the nightmare world from wn ĉj 
he has emerged makes the author depict the prisoner’s state 
mind as an uninterrupted continuity of despair. He fears to 
appear frivolous or to spoil his effect by admitting that even in the 
depths of misery cheerfulness keeps breaking in.

On the other hand, the above-mentioned douceurs de la vie, such 
as tables, stools, palliasses, and light, were confined to a small 
fraction of the barrack -  about twenty out of 200, and to five 
compartments out of a total of fifty. They were the five next to the 
door at the southern end of the barrack. There was Staffer's 
compartment and ours on the left-hand upper platform and the 
Eiigulaslvwily clan below us; there was Goodman’s compartment 
and the ‘Carluccio group’ facing us on the right-hand upper plat
form and some of the well-to-do White Russians under them. These 
fii s'. 6 yards of the barrack looked like a cross-section through some 
miniature Japanese hut, very primitive but still quite habitable; 
the reimining 24 yards were simply a stable, dirty and oppressing, 
he air unbreathable,.for men smell worse than horses.

It was a revolting contrast and apparently irremediable. All 
he privileges the plutocracy enjoyed were illicit; the tables and 
ools were made ol planks stolen from the Military Administration, 
audios and oil-lamps were officially prohibited. Their use by a 
ew was tolerated, but it could not be generalized. By all their 

traditional standards, Fernandel and the Corsican found it natural
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Goodman ' “ 'r J was dressdd likc a gentleman, or 
W hose i’ ll!' }i ' ne.en ‘printed in the papers’, should enjoy privi- 

l „ , t- a Tankel a md other have-nots were denied. One of the
«isons for the ban1 xruptcy of the European Left was their failure 

to realize how de-cP were the mental roots of class distinctions. 
They thought th ‘eY could treat as a mere prejudice what in reality 
had come to 1 je a conditioned reflex of mankind.

The only ’ measure of levelling in which we succeeded was to 
provide all dlc inmates of our barrack with blankets and to intro
duce a v >eekly collection to improve the soup. The amount 
collected-1 was spent entirely on potatoes, beans, lentils and noodles 
-  that' IS> on die same foodstuffs as the soup was made of; all we 
couldJ  do was to make h a Attic thicker.

j.n  No. 33, the German barrack, conditions were better and the 
ci.ass distinctions less sharp. It was a more homogeneous and more 
disciplined crowd.

Finally, there was Barrack 32, or the Leper Barrack. Its inmates 
had been there long before us; it was they whom we had seen on 
he road to the camp, as a horrifying revelation of the depths of 

abjectness and misery to which man can be reduced.
I f  the pauper section of our barrack was a purgatory, No. 32 

was the real inferno. It was in complete darkness and the smell 
was appalling. None of its inhabitants possessed a change of shirt 
or socks, and many of them had actually sold their last shirt for a 
packet of cigarettes, and went about naked under a thin and ragged 
jacket. The barrack was. infested with vermin and disease. Out
side working hours, its inmates did odd jobs for others, washing 
their linen for the price of a few slices of bread, mending shoes, 
cleaning boots. They received no letters and wrote none. They 
lingered about the camp, picking up cigarette ends out of the nud 
and from the concrete floors of the iatrines, where most were to b 
found. Even the most wretched in the other hutments looked upo 
these with a mixture of horror and dismay.

These 150 men of the Leper Barrack were remnants of th 
International Biigad* > — once the pride of the European rcvolu 
nonary movement, the vanguard of the Left. They had been th 
material lor the fiist experiment since the Crusades to form at.

S C U M OF T H E  E A R T H  f a

110



, Trotskysts, and Reformists still existed; fractional ke& Li 
and denunciations still went on -  and whispered memories 

of political controversies which had been settled by a bullet in the 
back on the battlefields of Spain. Some of these were legends, many 

• of them were true; and the dark silhouette of the Tchekist, the 
‘Aparat-chik’, or G.P.U. agent had replaced the once bright and 
lively symbols of the struggle for a happier world.

A happier world! What derision for the inhabitants of the Leper 
Barrack. The essence of politics is hope and hope had gone; but 
parties throw shadows and the shadows had remained. And the 
shadows went on fighting each other after the defeat.

Ten years of constant defeat had reduced them to what they 
were; and their fate merely exemplified what had happened to all 
of us, the European Left. They had done nothing but put into 
practice what we had preached and believed; they had been 
admired and worshipped, and thrown on the rubbish-heap like a 
sackful of rotten potatoes, to putrefy.

12

1  he weeks passed by, in the strange prison rhythm of monotony 
and excitement. Looking back on the succession of events and 
incidents, they appear to me strangely out of proportion. In the 
chain which they form in my memory, there arc links of diil'erent 
size and weight: there is the small and inconspicuous one of the 
day when Russia declared war on Finland, and the large and 
shining one when I won the second prize in the chess tournament 
ol Section C; and the heavy and rusty group of the w'cck when I 
received no letters from G. It is not a very long chain, extending 
over not more than : hundred days; but I have a queer feelin ; 
that it hangs irremovably suspended inside my skull, somewhere 
between the two ear-drums, and whenever I hear the word 
‘France’ , it begins to swing and to make me sick with its vibrations.

Following the incoherent sequence of the chain, the first event I 
remember after the barber action w'as the destruction ol the

He j jg
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\ X A iir J i fp r q f  Spec. At last something had happened in the s7̂ | | j  
T^^tmrp^ind the Depiche de Toulouse magnified it almost to the pro- 

portions-of a Trafalgar. Yet its vivifying effect was noticeable in 
the camp; victories, big or small, are vitamins for the morale.

Next week the vitamins were followed by a dose of poison. It . 
came from a series of photographs featuring the life of German 
prisoners of war in a French camp. We saw them having a meal 
in a tidy refectory, and there were tables and chairs and dishes and 
Knives and forks. And we saw them in their dormitory, and they 
had real beds and mattresses and blankets. The pictures told an 
eloquent story: if you were a Nazi, you were treated decently; but 
if you were an anti-Nazi, you were treated as mud. Aftermy 
release I learnt-that a certain German refugee, in Barrack 33 
drawn his own conclusions from this state of affairs and written a 
letter to the French authorities, with the laconic statement that he 
had changed his political views, become loyal to Hitler and an 
enemy of France, and hence requested to be treated as a civilian 
prisoner of war. A few days later he was actually transferred to a 
Nazi camp. It should go to the credit of his comrades that nobody 
followed his example.

The next thing I remember was the first dysent -v  epidemic. 
Almost half of Section C caught it; fortunately, it wa \ benign 
form of the disease and we had only one death.

The name of the man who died was, I think, Max Heymann. 
lie  had been over fifty, a refugee from Germany, a quiet and 
1 inobtrusive old Jew. He had slept next to old Poddach in Barrack 
33. Fifteen men were allowed to follow him to the cemetery, and 
Dessauer, a former rabbi, said the prayers.

Then came the November rains, with their soft and sad drum
ming on the barrack roof going on day after day. The mud in 
part> of the camp was ankle-deep, and most of the men had no 
coats and got soaked to the bone during working hours; and the 
dysentery epidemic was followed by an influenza epidemic.

In between some time the Russians had attacked Finland and 
the Communists used their dialectics to prove that this was a 
revolutionary war, whereas the war against Nazism was an im
perialist war. I he most exasperating thing about our Communists
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V-ivas that they made it so difficult for one to hate them; they tuui 
noneaf  the palpable and traditional vices which we had been 
taught to despise: they did not steal and did not squeal and were 
neither corrupt nor selfish, but bursting with virtues. In fact, 
their only fault was that years of systematic doping with Stalinist 
dialectics had affected their grey matter with a sort of colour
blindness both in their logical and ethical outlook. It was their 
only fault, but disastrous in its effect.

Yet this only applies to the proletarian rank and file. There 
were some of the leading functionaries of the German C.P. in 
Barrack 33, and for them the contrary was true; they made it 

' difficult for one not to hate them. With perhaps one exception all 
of these men had been accomplices, passive or active, of the shoot
ing of scores of their comrades in Russia and Spain; they had 
actively supported a policy which in its practical results served the 
Nazis’ aims, and had drawn a monthly salary for it. And yet not 

/  even they (again with one exception) could be accused of corrup
tion in the traditional meaning of the word. They were corrupt in 
a subtler sense, by inserting between self-interest and political 
action the mental cogwheels of self-deception. This psychological 
device allowed them to eat their cake and have it -  to commit the 
basest infamies and yet enjoy the luxury of a clean conscience. 
They had developed the technique of lying to themselves to such a 
degree of perfection that the term ‘in good faith’ no longer had 
any meaning; for, when self-deception becomes a routine, it ceases 
to be an excuse.

They were morally guilty and logically wrong, but they had a 
strong position, because the arguments used against them were 
generally even more wrong. In lighting the Communists, one is 
always embarrassed by one’s allies.

I remember the day when 1 learnt from a letter that the Com
munists in the U.S.A. had embarked oii a propaganda cam uign 
againsi the blockade of Germany and against American help for 
the Allies. Some ot my former friends, Communist refugees from 
Germany, actively participated in the campaign, which was 
indirectly supported by the American Nazi Party. When I had 
finished the letter I ran into F., a member of the Central
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rittee of the German C.P. He was cleaning the latrine ihteM M  
rack 33, a man of fifty, afonper lumberjack,'with a hard and 

. ■ clear-cut face like some portrait by’ Durer' Wc used to avoid each 
other,--hut with that letter in'my hand I could not: restrain mysdf.

• ‘Regd that,’ -Ttold him.
g Pv tooLthe fetter and adjusted his spectacles -  they were steel- 
vihjm^d spectacles, the educated proletarian's implement, as 
opposed to the bourgeois’ horn-rimmed ornaments. Hex stood’ 
very erect while .he read it, the latrine broom in his hands. ‘And 
what about it?’ he asked when he had finished.

‘Do you agree with that?’
‘O f course 1 do. This war is not the concern of the international 

working class.’ \
We had the usual argument. Everything he said sounded utterly ■ 

convincing. One could almost see the well-oiled cogwheels furn . 
in his brain, grind the words out of their meaning, turn them 
round and round, until it became self-evident that real anti- 
Fascism meant support for the Fascists. At the end he said:

‘ I f  you were in a responsible position would you release us?’
‘Yes. Most of the people from 32, and the rank and file in 

general. As to you, D., G., S.> etc., I would keep you behind 
barbed wire for tire duration, under more decent conditions, of 
course.’

‘Because you are a renegade skunk and afraid of us.’
‘Because you pi iy into the Nazis’ hands and must be prevented 

from it.’
‘Then why don’t you report what I have said to your friends the , 

gendannes?’
‘ I am not an informer.’
‘Why not? It would only be the logical inference from your 

convictions.’
‘Because I have ceased to believe that the end justifies the 

means -  and that i. why I have left the Party.’
‘Petty-bourge ;' iTeraharn’, said F. with finality, and went on 

sweeping the latrine with his slow, thorough, dignified movements.
I n e v e r  a rg u e d  with him again. He had all the advantages of 

his passionate error against my shabby truth.
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lavs later a friend reported to me a conversation whichJiA-Y 
heard between F. and a newly arrived young Party

member.
‘ Is that K. the writer?’ the latter had asked, pointing at me.
‘Yes.’
‘ Is he a member?’
‘No.’
‘But an anti-Fascist?’
‘Even that is doubtful’, F. had replied. And he had added 

meaningly: ‘Be careful if you talk to hint.’

December came and the first spell of frost, with an icy gale 
blowing down from the Pyrenees. It kept the thermometer 4 or 5 
degrees below zero, Fahrenheit, for days on end. And there was 
still not a single stove in Section C, and out of the total population 
of Barrack 32 still only fifteen had blankets. They could not even 
cover themselves with straw, as the layer was barely 1 inch thick; 
their teeth chattered and they shivered all night, unable to sleep. 
And during the daytime they still had to work in their rags, with
out overcoats and with their toes sticking out of their shoes.

In the middle of the cold spell a new epidemic broke out, a sort 
of diarrhoea which forced the men to leave their barracks five or 
six times a night; and the latrines were in the open air. Some of 
the old men simply could not do it. The consequences were such 
as might be expected.

There were several doctors in Section C, and two of them, a 
German and an Armenian, did their best to help. They looked 
after the sick in the barracks and they had been authorized to 
receive medicaments from friends in Paris, which they distributed 
gratis. It was a real blessing for all of us, as die medical stores of 
the camp consisted mainly of aspirin, belladonna, and castor 
oil.

One day in December, during the Age 0: Diarrhoea, the younger 
or ‘good’ camp doctor sent a message to Section G: he thanked 
Dr. Weiden and Dr. E., the Armenian, for their ‘valuable support 
to the camp authorities’ and expressed the desire to make their
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acquaintance. Would they be good enough to co rn c^ *-^  
day during the consultation hour to the infirmary?

The message was delivered verbatim by Dessauer, the ex-rabbi. 
Dessauer had lost his right arm during the Great War, and, being 
unfit to work, had been appointed to keep the hospital book and 
accompany the sick to the medical visit. Weiden and E. were 
naturally pleased. Next morning they joined the detachment of 
sick going to the infirmary. There they found, instead of the young 
doctor, the Croix de Feu lieutenant on duty. Dessauer’s function 
was to call in the patients from the waiting-room according to his 
list, and to read out the nature of their complaint. When the turn 
of the two doctors came -  both were men over fifty -  Dessauer 
read out their names and academic degrees.

“ What complaint?”  asked the lieutenant.
Dessauer explained that Monsieur le sous-lieutenanl had asked the 

two doctors to report. The lieutenant looked up with his red- 
veined drinker’s eyes. Everybody knew that he hated his younger 
colleague, who was a reserve officer and, on top of that, a Jew, and 
that he hated Dessauer for the same reason. He thrust his head 
forward and roared at him:

‘I asked you the motive of their visit?’
Dessauer’s only defence against humiliation was his dry humour. 

He answered in his calm service tone:
‘Motive: visile-de politesse. ’
The end of it was that the lieutenant ordered the two doctors 

to be sent to prison for fifteen days. Reason: visile non-motivie.
The entire camp was in effervescence, even the gendarmes. 

Both doctors were very popular, especially Weiden, and some of 
the guards, suffering from boils or rheumatism, used to consult 
them instead of the military doctors. They had always refused any 
offer of payment or personal privileges, and this had profoundly 
impressed the French gendarmes. But the camp commandant, for 
reasons of discipline, was backing up the lieutenant, and Weiden 

, and Dr. E. were taken.to prison.
Albert, to whose barrack the two doctors belonged, wrote a 

polite letter to the camp authorities which remained without reply. 
But in the meantime Dessauer had spoken to the sous-lieutenant.
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' -Xh(; young French doctor was furious; apart from the blatairtnrr- 
' justice, he felt his personal honour involved. He protested to the 
commandant, and the affair became a matter of prestige between 
the lieutenant, qfficier de carriere and member of the Croix de Feu, 
and the sous-lieutenant, nfficier dc reserve and a Jew. In view of the 
spirit of the French Army, there could be no doubt about the out
come, but the device employed by the camp commandant to make 
an arbitrary act appear legal was truly remarkable. He confirmed 
the prison sentence on the two doctors, but changed the reason 
from the obviously absurd ‘ Visite non-motivee' to ‘distribution of 
prohibited drugs amongst the internees’ . The ‘prohibited drugs’ 
were tablets of veraroon which by mistake had not been marked 
on the list of medicaments which Weiden had received from 
Paris.

The sous-lieutenant took the only course open to him and asked 
to be transferred to the Front. A few days later his request was 
granted. We never heard of him again.

I f  he was killed it happened becau e he believed, not in Soci
alism, revolution, or any great ideal, but in the simplest form of 
decency. In his age and country the,qualifications required to 
become a martyr were reduced to a modest minimum. I f  he sur
vived he will fall under the racial laws of old Petain.

When Weiden came out of prison he looked broken down. This 
was partly due to the white stubble on his checks, partly to some* 

•thing having gone wrong with his artificial denture so that he 
could not wear it any more, and his lips and jaws were sunken as 
d the framework underneath had been removed. But the main 
damage was to his morale: the consciousness of the injustice 
suffered had eaten like acid into his mind and destroyed within a 
fortnight his former jovial cheerfulness. Dr. E. soon got over the 
shock, but Weiden never recovered. His medicaments were con
fiscated; he was strictly forbidden to give any medical advice; and 
tms enforced idleness amidst so much physical suffering finished 
him off. He crept about the camp, muttering to himself, unshaven, 
neglected and filthy. Before the tragedy he had looked forty-five; 
now he looked seventy and was hardly distinguishable from the 
Russian embankment sleepers in our barrack. It was an uncanny
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total annihilation of the human substance in aSntm r 
going on before our eyes.

Only on one occasion did I see old Weiden happy again. On 
Christmas Eve three gendarmes came with a conspiratorial air to 
Barrack 33. One of them had a festering cut on his finger and 
asked Weiden to bandage it; the others had come to keep a look
out at the two barrack entrances in order to prevent any interrup
tion of this illicit act. They had brought all the necessary things 
from the medical stores and even candles to make a light. Old 
Weiden solemnly performed the simple operation and the three 
guards marched off, after ceremoniously saluting and shaking 
hands with him. Had they come to please and flatter him -  as-a 
sort of Christmas treat? Too subtle and romantic a thought for 
French gendarmes. Or on the contrary, to make fun of him? Or 
simply, because nobody else was available in the infirmary? I have 
never found out.

After the second death in Section C, the camp management 
became apparently afraid of the responsibility incurred by letting 
men of sixty and seventy sleep on straw in unheated barracks at 

' a t< mperature around zero Fahrenheit. They furnished two 
empty hutments with bedsteads, palliasses and two stoves, and 
ordered all the men over the age of fifty-five to be transferred to 
them.

These old-man barracks were situated outside the enclosure of 
Section C, and the exodus of the old men was a pitiful sight. They 
marched in single file, each accompanied by a younger comrade to 
carry his 'ggage; they were anxious and oppressed at having to 
leave ’their friends behind, and those dreadful icy hutments which 
had nev e  thelcss become a sort of home; and they were frightened, 
as c very prisoner is frightened, by a sudden change of conditions.
It was a kind of funeral march, and half-way down, just outside 
the barbed wire of Section C, one of them broke down. It was 
hammersaenger Schiller.

Kdmmersaenger Schiller had sung leading tenor parts on the 
stages of German provincial opera-houses; and, like many actors, 
he had Closing-Hour Neurosis: the obsessive fear of becoming old.
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his hair, and his wife in Paris kept sending him cream- 
coloured silk pyjamas, Russian eau-de-Cologne, and a special 
discreet nail varnish. We all thought he was in Ills early forties; 
and now it turned out that he was over fifty-five and sent to the 
old-man barrack.

It was a sickening sight — Kammersaenger Schiller dinging to the 
barbed wire fence of Section G, tears streaming down his clean
shaven face, and begging the gendarmes to let him go back. He 
was not really old, he could support all hardships, he did not 
belong in the old-man barrack, and he would not go -  no,' he 
would not. The guards stood around, looking at Kammersaenger 
Schiller open-mouthed. Finally he joined the procession: ‘ I am 
only obeying force,’ he cried helplessly, although nobody had 
touched him.

From that day he began to decay. He stopped dyeing his hair • 
and keeping up his appearance; in the old-man barrack he 
became an old man.

The third breakdown was Mr. Goodman. Strange things were 
happening to him. It began with an attempt to hang himself, 
which was presumably staged, for it was Parta, his valet, who 
found him; but staged with an uncanny realism -  for he found him 
actually hanging on a cord from a beam over the latrine. From 
that day, Mr. Goodman became, so to speak, invisible, although 
he went on living in our barrack. Except for the four daily roll- 
calls, he never left his corner compartment, which was protected 
h’om curious eyes by an arrangement of blankets and rags. During 
the roll-calls we saw that lie was growing a black beard, that he 
Wore a strange sort of Basque beret with the lining turned out
wards, and that his face was frozen in an idiotic grin. A week later 

began to shout in the middle of the night that he wanted a 
bicycle with three wheels. He had to be taken to the hospital and 
there probably he is still. Whether he had really gone mad or wa: 
0ldy simulating, I do not know; if lie was simulating, it was a 
remarkable performance.

But another man actually did go mad -  the unfortunate Turkish 
.Aw who had been sent to prison for asking the doctor for an eye 
O(ion. He lived in the old-man barrack and one night in January

\ v J O y  P U R G A T O R Y  o L

121



' c°l \̂ • % ’

( f  \r  S C U M  O F  T H E  E A R T H  (CT
\ ^ ^ ^ M e n ly  got up and attacked his-neighbour with a porfgfH 

kfirfigcausing serious injuries. Afterwards he calmed down and 
was taken to jail. Next morning they found him dead -  he had 
hanged himself with his tie on a hook.

These were extreme cases -  but most of us suffered a certain 
transformation of his mental framework, less apparent and slower, 
but no less pernicious. Tamas developed symptoms of melancholia, 
spinning himself into a cocoon of morose silence; Pitoun, a nervous 
talkativeness, all the more tiresome, as he spoke very slowly and 
with a strong Russian accent; Klein became insuppprtably 
querulous and irritable. I myself tried in vain to defend myself 
against a queer neurotic obsession in connection with G.: when
ever a letter was late, I had the idee fixe that something must have 

V happened to her, and when it turned out that she was all right, I 
flew into a choking fury with her for causing me so much anxiety;

" and, as I could not blame her for what was not her fault, I looked 
for pretexts in her letters and even in the composition of the food 
parcels she sent; and I spent two days composing letters which I 
knew must hurt and insult her, and then another two days on a 
letter of apology. The queer thing was that I was perfectly capable 
of giving a sober analysis of my own neurotic state, but that did 
.ot in the least prevent it from becoming worse every week. On 

two occasions, when I had expected a letter and my name was net 
called at the distribution, I lost the power over my voice for almost 
half an hour, the first time without noticing it. I spoke to Mario 
and did not understand why he looked so bewildered, until I 
realized that my lips were moving, but no sound came out. I was 
more angry .vith myself than frightened, and after a while it 
passed over.

Detention, drudgery, the unspeakable mateiial conditions, and 
the continuous chain of humiliations did this slow work on our 
minds. Perhaps the worst of it was the complete lack of privacy. 
To live for months on end in 22 inches of space, in the buzzing 
beehive of the barrack without an hour ol solitude, without ever 
being able to come up for air, affected even robuster proletarian 
nerves. I had a feeling that the contents of my brain had melted 
to a sort of amorphous jam which did not allow the formation of
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\®ffifycppsistent thought. The mills of misery ground slowly but 

surely, both our bodies and our minds.
here were, however, exceptions. For some in our camp, 

beggars, tramps, and cloc/iards, the barrack meant material safety 
and comfort: the safety of a roof, an inch of straw, a cup of coffee, 
and two tins of soup a day. One day, when there was a. rumour of 
an armistice, I heard an old Russian embankment-sleeper ask in 
an anxious tone: ‘ I f  they make peace, do you think they will allow 
us to stay here?’

And there were others who seemed to flourish on this dungheap. 
Cyrano gave the impression of a perfectly happy man until Siorfer 
brought about his downfall, and Storfer himself visibly had the 
time of his life; he grew fat and dignified, and even his epileptic 
fits became less frequent.

Incidentally, we had learnt in the meantime, that after leaving 
the Foreign Legion, Storfer had been a tiger-tamer’s assistant in 
die lamous Circus Amar. His function had been to stand behind 
his master with an unloaded revolver and pull anxious faces, to 
make the act look more dangerous; and he had performed his task, 
especially the face-pulling, with so much success that he eventually 
became second clown in the Amar team who had to run round the 
llnS in the intervals between two numbers, turning somersaults 
and kicking each other in the pants.

*3
Christmas came, and nil the pitiful fuss to prepare for the 

traditional prisoners’ Ersatz rejoicement*. The barracks were 
. ecorated with green branches over the door, and with the 
inscription 1940! vive la  France! liberty , egaut£, fraternick.

ten all was over the branches were used as latrine brushes and 
le Liberte, Egalite, and Fraternity scratched out. The camp 

commandant, w7hom we saw on this occasion for the first and last 
(!me> delivered a speech and gave us permission to make a collec- 
,0n m lbe barrack for the purchase of a barrel of red wine, half a
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\ ^ p t ^ j* e r  head. Thus the authorities proved themselves nout 
'gefierous and economical. The food was not improved during the 
holidays; chick-pea soup and nothing was the menu on Christmas 
Eve,'chick-pea soup and nothing on New Year’s Eve.

The festivities consisted of an amateur variety show given by 
Section C, held in an empty barrack. It was on this occasion that 
the commandant’s speech was delivered... I do not remember what 
the speech was about and I did not know even while he wps 
speaking; but it was in the best French oratorical tradition, very 
melodious and elevating, reminding me of the time when, as a 
student in Baden-bei-Wien, I used to earn some pocket money as 
an extra in the Staedtisches Schauspielhaus, and learnt that whenever 
the text indicated a ‘murmuiing of the people’ I should just keep 
on repeating the words: ‘Rhabarbara, rhabarbara, rhabarbara’ -  
rhubarb, rhubarb, rhubarb.

After the commandant’s speech Albert also said a few melodious 
‘rhabarbaras’ on behalf of the prisoners, aJid the programme 
began; there was a Russian choir which sang Russian folksongs 
and a Hungarian choir which sang Hungarian folksongs; an 
acrobat from Barrack 32, a Jugoslav choir which sang Jugoslav 
folksongs, a clown solo of Storfer’s, a Polish choir which sang Polish ‘ 
folksongs, a Czech choir which sang Czech folksongs, and then we . 
all sang the Marseillaise and were marched, back to our barracks, 
to the accompaniment to out escorts’ no less rhythmical un-deux, 
un-deux.

Tne next day a feud broke out between Stprfer and Albert; both 
were barrack chiefs, but Pernod had appointed Albert regisseur of 
the performance wlrich was to be repeated on New Year’s Eve, 
and Albert wanted to eut out Storfer’s clowning act, which was 
indeed even more sickening than the rest; on the. other hand, 
Storfer thought that on the strength of his past as an artist and 
tiger-tamer, the honour of being regisseur should fall to h'im. The 
result was that Storfer denounced Albert for having said derisive 
things of the French Army while queueing up at the canteen; but 

. Albert proved that he had never been to the canteen, as he 
received all the foodstuffs he wa ited from his wife, ahd remained 
regisseur.
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yA^^*pt|an A and Section B also had their performances, anffXJt-^ 
TeargUthat B, the ‘politicals’ , had put up an excellent satirical 
review about the conditions in the camp, culminating in the scene 
where a man, after escaping from the camp, preaches to a tribe of 
South Sea anthropophages the blessings of real primitive life in 
Le Vernet. ‘We have no fire to warm us and no light to see at 
night, and that is real happiness,’ he explains to them until they 
get angry and kill him and stuff him and put him in their museum 
with the label h o m o  v e r n i e n s i s  ( e u r o p e , 1940).

It was not that the men in B had individually more guts or wits 
than we had; it was the difference between the collective atmo
sphere of political prisoners and that of our mixed crowd. It goes to 
the credit of Pernod and his staff that they watched the perform
ance of B to the end, holding their bellies with laughter and slap
ping their legs with delight, without any idea of interfering. Their 
attitude was a perfect illustration of the traditional French respect 
for Vesprit -  and of the futility to which this tradition had degener
ated: for naturally the conditions of life of Homo Verniensis remained 
the same as before. I suppose Pernod enjoyed the biting satire on 
his own regime much in the same way as Lord Beaverbrook might 
onjoy in his own paper Blimp’s ‘Gad, sir, Lord Beaverbrook is right.’

The conditions became even worse. After Christmas Pernod was 
transferred elsewhere and replaced by Lieutenant Cosne. Lieuten
ant Cosne wore a corset, spoke in a high falsetto, and was the 
deplorable incarnation of an inferiority complex walking on two 
knock-kneed legs with a riding-crop in its hand. The first time .1 
saw the riding-crop in action was on the face of old Poddach, the 
day of Lieutenant Cosne’s arrival; and from then onwards at 
least once a day.

Poddach’s drime had been that he had shaded his eyes with his 
hand while talking to a sergeant. The next day, Yurvitch, a Jugo
slav violin virtuoso -  the dark young man who had held hands 
"ith  his wife in the Salle Lepine, and had cried when they were 
separated -  reported to Cosne’s office. He requested to be 
exempted from heavy work until the festering blisters (1: his hands 
had healed, as he feared that they would become unlit for his 
profession.
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your hands. Put them on the table,’ said LictJtgklntf

Yui vitch put his hands on the table -  long nervous hands with 
the knuckles all swollen and the skin cracked, and then Lieutenant 
Cosne’s whip lashed down on them and lashed a second time in 
his face. ‘This will teach you to shirk work while our soldiers are 
fighting in the Maginpt Line.5

The next victim was Klein. Klein was rushing to the kitchen 
with a boiling kettle in his hand and did not see Lieutenant Cosne 
pass. Cosne had the idee fixe that we avoided saluting him on 
purpose. ‘Teach this man how to behave,’ he said to the Corsican. 
Klein received his lesson in correct behaviour squirming on the 
ground, with the kettle pouring hot water over his feet.

A few days later Barba*, a Czech writer over fifty in Section B, 
fell from the upper platform in his barrack and broke his arm. He 
had to be .taken by train to the hospital in the* nearest town. 
Pamier, to be X-rayed and put into plaster. Lieutenant Cosne 
ordered the escort to handcuff him for the journey; and so it 
happened; the man with the broken arm had to travel in handcuffs. 
The week after the accident,Barna’s son, a boy of fifteen, came from 
Paris to visit him. Permission \vas refused, and the boy had to 
travel the eoo miles back to Paris without having seen his father.

. -.The •.-.erst things happened in the camp prison. At night the 
gendarmes got drunk and, as there was no other entertainment 
available in Lc Vernet, they went to the camp prison, opened the 
cells and beat up the prisoners. This entertainment was tradition
ally called ‘passer a tabai'. Cyrano, for instance, had the bad .luck 
to be the only inmate of the prison for a few days; and as th cell - 
was so small that only one man could amuse himself at a'time, the 
sergeants took their turn and beat Cyrano for about two hours. 
Next morning he had to be treated in the infirmary.

AH the time I was in Vernet new prisoners kept do arriving; 
after Christmas two'more barracks -  35 and 36 -  were* by and by 
filled with men, We looked down on them with the same patrician 
contempt lor tlie_ nev.comt.s as tiaveilers m a railway compart
ment have for the people who get in at a stop in the middle of a
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\ U n  type du J j  was a term of derision with the men ofc-jy—̂ 
and 34. Strange, how strongly a hierarchy of prejudices can 
establish itself even in such an unprejudiced crowd as ours was.

Amongst the newcomers were some rare curiosities. There was 
old Gougct, a man of Belgian origin, who had for thirty years kept 
-a greengrocer’s shop in a mountain village near Grenoble. In a 
backyard of his little house he had bred pigeons. On a Sunday the 
Gouget family was just eating roast pigeon with salade de crcsson, 
when Mile. Monnier, an old spinster, passed and saw them 
through the dining-room window. Mlie. Monnier had read in the 
papers that carrier pigeons were used for military purposes, and 
that whoever shot one w'oulr! be court-martialled for military 
sabotage. Next morning the village gendarme came to Gouget and 
put him into jail. The report was duly transferred by the gen
darmerie to the military authorities, who dropped the charge 
as idiotic and returned the act to the districtprefet),and the district 
preftt, to prove his patriotic zeal, ordered Gouget to be interned 
because ‘although no precise charge could be proved against him, 
the alien Gouget was to be considered as politically suspect with 
reference to paragraph X  of the loi des suspects’ .

Then there was Uetzli, a Swiss lad of seventeen, who had run 
away from his parents’ farm near Berne to enlist as a volunteer in 
the French Army. On his arrival in Paris he walked down from 
the Gare de l’Est to the Opera, as he had heard that this was a 
famous building and he wanted to have a look at it before he 
became a soldier. So he had his look and then approached a 
policeman in front of the Cafe-de la Paix, and asked him with his 
strong German accent where the next military barracks were.

Why do you want to know that?’ asked the policeman.
1 o become a soldier,’ explained young Uetzli.
Show me your carte d’identitS,’ said the policeman. Young 

Uetzli had o ily a passport, but no French carte de idenlite. ‘Where 
do you live?’ asked the policeman. Young Uetzli explained that 
he lived nowhere, because he had just arrived from Switzerland.
So y°u have just arrived from Switzerland to become a soldier, 

f h: Gome along, I ’ ll show you your barracks.’ Five minutes later 
young Uetzli lounu kwmself in a cell at a police station, an hour
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the Salle Lepine in the Prefecture, and a Week latc/AtJ 
35 in Le Vernet.

There was also the ex-Buddhist monk from Mongolia who 
sold postcards of nudes in Montparnasse cafes, and Balogh the 
Hungarian, who.had been commander of a warship on the Danube 
and a stamp-collector, and who had been invited by King George V  
to London in 19I2 to show his collection. And there was Pacck, 
the famous agent of the Czech military intelligence who had 
learnt the Hungarian language’during seven, years for a mission 
in Budapest, and had marched with the German Army to Vienna 
disguised as a soldier of the Reichswehr, and been twice condemned 
to death; he alleged that he had been sent to Vernet because of 
some incautious remarks in the presence of French officers about 
Daladier’s betrayalbf the Czechs at Munich, but he was released four 
weeks after myself. There was Dessauer, the ex-rabbi and medical 
orderly, who wore his wrist watch on the wrist of a prothesis wliich 
replaced his right arm; at night the prothesis with the watch 
hung on a nail over his place in Barrack 33, and whoever wanted 
to know the time took Dessauer’s arm and carried it to the oil 
lamp next to the entrance. And there was Herr Birn, a German 
business man who had spent the four years of the Great War as a 
civilian prisoner in England and had learnt all the variants of the 
Italian opening by heart from the chess book and now, interned for 
a second time, learnt with the same German thoroughness the 
variants o; the Queen’s Gambit, and yet when it came to playing 
lost every game within twenty moves. And there was Negro, the 
black Alsatian dog, which had followed the Internationals every
where, from the Battle of Brihuega to the Leper Barrack, and 
J  acob, the tame jackdaw, whom they had acquired at the camp of 
Gurs and which had a predilection for stealing Birn’s chess men, 
but only the white ones.

All these odd figures, and many others, were a sort of Byzantine 
arabesque against the grey background of misery. They reminded 
me sometimes of the grotesque dancers wearing masks and dis
torting their limbs, which used to accompany the funeral pro
cessions ol the Greeks.
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Our chief prc-occupation, pastime, and obsession was, of course, 
the weighing of our chances of release. Ii fact, there seemed no 
hope at all. For the Austrians and German s in ‘normal camps’ a 
sort of Advisory Committee1 had been insti tuted and a consider
able proportion of them was released. But \  ernet seemed sur
rounded by an iron curtain. Its inmates wer? the outcasts amOngsi 
the internees, pariahs, untouchables.

Our friends and relations in Paris wrote de ^pairing letters. For 
weeks on end they had not even been able to discover which 
authority they should approach on our behal f. I he Prefecture de 
Police alleged it was the SOretS Nationals, the Surety alleged it was the 
‘Military Authorities’ ; the Military Authorities, if they succeeded 
in approaching-them, sent them back to the Prefecture, i he French 
administration was in those days already in a si ate ol disintegra
tion; a few' months later it was to collapse in a cloud of dust.

While I was still in the coal cellar of the Prifec hire, David Scott, 
Paris correspondent of the hews Chronicle, began to make inquiries 
about the reasons for my arrest. He approached a responsible 
official at police headquarters, who looked up my dossier. Monsieur 
K , has been interned because he is a German national, said the 
official. ‘He is not,’ said Scott. ‘He is a Hi ngarian.’ ‘That’s 
what you think,’ said the official with a superior smile. ‘Have you 
seen his passport?’ Ot course, Scott had not seen it — one does 
not as a rule ask one’s acquaintances for their passports. And, 
even had he asked me for it, I could not have j oduced it at that 
moment, as the passport in question, issued by the Hungarian
T ''gallon in London, was to be found in the aossier on the official s 

taD ■ ■

1 w a j i q  the Commission de Criblage and was a-imposed of representath es ol
Uie Mil istry of the Interior> thc Ministry of Wa;. and the Qu:n d ’Orsav. It 

;:n institution cor responding in its function to he Aliens Tribunal’s in Great 
Britain, but, unlike in Qreaf Britain, the internes were not given thc e. mice 
f  a persona! heart- dt- c;q on v as reached in th.it absence, o r  the sin niph of 
tneir dossiers. Those who w  re released were pat ,.y incorporated in the French 
equivalent ot thc Pioneer C ,orps, and thc rest interned again in June, 1940.
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N ^ ^ R ^ a s  plain sabotage amd it was the same in all other bitrfcflbrr 
^Tfe'war had at last provided the bureaucracy with an outlet for 
their additional xenoph obia; but in our case there was an addi
tional motive involved. The bureaucracy was pro-Jionnet and 
pro-Munich and,, alt Ik  ,ugh not consciously pro-Hitler, it had to 
all intents and purpos es a  Fascist Weltanschauung. They hated the 
war and they hated all the refugee warmongers, who in their 
opinion had dragged peaceful France into this ordeal.

The German radi o in its French broadcasts efficiently exploited 
this feeling. ‘The F rench people do not want to fight; they are the 
unconscious tools of British Imperialists, refugees and Jews,’ 
psalmodized Radi o Stuttgart; and in the murky cabinets of the 
French ministries an inaudible chorus sighed an inaudible 
‘Amen’.

Echoes of F ad io  Stuttgart’s famous Thursday talks even reached 
our camp. Newcomers from Paris transmitted-to us Goebbels’ 
ironic congratuk itions on our cordial reception in the Land of 
Freedom. Voelkl cher Beobachter, the official Nazi organ, published 
a list oi anti-Nazi authors interned in France, asking them whether 
they still clung to  the blessings of democracy. It was cheap irony, 
but it cut to the quick; it hurt and stung and burnt.

Fainter echoe.s also reached us of the campaign which the 
British and Amer lean Press had started against the scandal of the 
French camps. A smuggled cutting from the New Statesman or the 
Manchester Guardi n was a great event and something like a sooth
ing lullaby from the far, far-away shores where men still lived in a 
state of relative decency.

To try to pro\ the innocence of a prisoner in Le Vernet was 
to run one’s head against a wall. Most of us had been arrested on 
September ist, 1939; in January, 1940, it was still impossible to 
say whether our cases would be examined and by whom. In ” c 
there was no responsible body to address. Petitions and p- jiest'3 
remained without answer. I have seen copies of the corl espond* 
ence between Politis, toe Greek Minister Plenipc '-tentiary, and the 
French authorities, on behalf of T., a very .veil-known Greel 
journalist and the Minis er’s personal friend, ' interned God knows 
why in Barrack 33. PolitJS had first approac tied the Quai d'Orsay'

fif W  \ r  S C U M  O F  T H E  E A R T H  ( O T
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[ anc  ̂ was> course, promised :hat the case would

oc investigated at once. After the matter had dragged on for three 
months, he got f°d up ancl vvrote directly to M. Langeron, the 
Prefet ol Paris, including a personal guarantee for his friend, cast in 
the most flattering terms. Langeron replied with a syrupy letter 
Saying that he could not do anything about it, and that the only 
advice he could give was to write to the Prefet of the Depaftement 
of Ariege, where Le Vernet was situated. The Minister Plenipo- 
tentiary of Greece indeed wrote to that obscure provincial prefet -  
and received a reply saying that his letter had been forwarded at 
once to M. Langeron, the Prefet of Paris. When I left Le Vernet, 
T. was still there.

I f  not even a Minister could help, who could? The military 
authorities had an intelligence officer posted in the camp who in 
his civilian capacity was a lecturer in Oriental languages at the 
, niversity ol Toulouse. Captain N. was a charming man, but he 
had no influence whatever on the administration of the camp. He 
used to call Albert or myself to his office under some official pre
text -  in fact, because he was deadly bored by Lieutenant Cosne 
and his like, and longed for a friendly chat. After Christmas he 
showed me the copy of a letter which he had written a month ago 
to the Commission de Criblage on Albert’s and my behalf, recom
mending our immediate release -  and the reply of the said Com
mon, declining to have anything to do with internees in Le Vernet.

t is the first time,’ said Captain N. with resignation, ‘that a 
suggestion from me has even been answered by Paris. The 
dossiers of Vernet have not yet been opened.’

What do you advise me to do, mon capitaineV I asked rather 
despairingly. . •,

\V 11 -  just carry on with your pistons. There is nothing else.’
. f)uton IS a French national institution; it is, as the name 

m cates the part of the machinery which keeps the whole thing 
_ung. If the hopeful young Frenchman has passed his concours at 
ne hcole Supreme, he needs a piston to get into the Civil Service; 

i. 1  V ’ung p'iest, he needs a piston in the diocese to procure 
t m a pansfV ,f he Fas passed the cadet school, he needs a piston 

P ocuie him a commission: if he is an author, he needs a piston

I3I ' ’
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' /;̂ ;tp’pTocure him a literary prize. In othei words, the piston is 
Xriif influence, who, for money or out of friendship, does the necessary 

and traditional things, such as writing letters qf tecommendation, 
bribing, flattering, blackmailing, and sitting on the plush sofa in 
the ante-room of the Minister’s chef de cabinet, until the goal is 
achieved and the hopeful young man has got the co eted job as 
Junior Assistant in the Administration of Taxes and Customs with 
a salary of gs. a week.

The intellectuals amongst us all had their pistons in Paris, but the 
great anonymous majority had nobody. And as not even the most 
powerful pistons, including foreign diplomats, the P.E.N. Club, the 
Foreign Press Association, the League of the Rights of Man, and 
many others, could break the resistance of the hostile bureaucracy, 
how could there be any hope for them? The dossiers of Le Verne: 
were never opened -  until the Gestapo came and opened them.

In the first days of January, 1940, a sensational bit of news went 
through the camp: the Italian Consul from Marseilles had arrived 
at Le Vernet, to get into touch with those amongst the Italian 
internees who wished to place themselves under the protection of 
the Fascist Government.

January, 1940, was still the heyday of Italian non-belligerency, 
and as far as one could still talk of a French foreign policy in 
Europe, it w'as turned towards the Duce and inspired by the 
Sermon on the Mount: ‘Unto him that smiteth thee on the one 
cheek, turn thou also the other.’ The Italian consul had been the 
first person of the outside world authorized to enter our taboo 
camp. There were about 300 Italian internees in the camp; and 
out of these fifteen accepted their Government’s protection. The 
other 95 per cent, preferred the rotting straw and forced labour of 
Le Vernet.

Each of the fifteen had a personal interview with the Consul, 
who made minute notes of the conditions in the camp, and 
promised them that within a fortnight they would be released and 
allowed to return to their country. He kept his word. By the 
middle of January, the fifteen men h; d been released and escorted

Go'%\
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\G\{ci|^Ti*pntier. Most of them were of military age; I presumJOIlLJ 
they were amongst the few in the Italian Army who felt a genuine 
enthusiasm when, five months later, they marched against France.

By freeing the Italians who opted for Fascism, and keeping back 
those who opted for democracy, the French administration- had 
adopted an attitude which could only be judged in terms of high 
treason. Yet what the frenzied bureaucrats did, and were-allowed 
to do, was but the logical inference from the French Government’s 
policy, which provided a valuable amendment to the text quoted 
above: Thou shajt love thy enemy, but thy friends shah thou kick 
in the stomach.

The first person to be released after the bunch of Italian Fascists 
was I. I am almost ashamed to say so; my excuse is the fact that I 
was the only person in the camp who, though not a British subject, 
had some backing in this country. A few days before I left Vernet, 
the Voelkischei' Beobachter had published an article on the French 

■ concentration camps and had ironically asked whether the Eng
lish friends who had obtained my release from Franco’s jail would 
do the same thing for me now. They did.

It happened all of a .sudden. At 3 p.m. on January 17th I was 
still emptying the latrine-bins of Section G, without knowing any
thing; at 7 p.m. on the same day, I was sitting alone in a second- 
class compartment of the train to Paris, sucking a bottle of 
Courvoisier brandy, eating an enormous piece of garlic sausage, 
:ir*d from time to time touching the door handle and the window 
pane to convince myself that it was a real door handle and a real 
window pane.

fhe last weeks in Vernet were the worst.
Iri the first days of January, all men who had been exempted 

from work by the departed sous-lieutenant were ordered to pass a 
second medical examination. The control was carried out by the 
lieutenant, who, hardly looking up from his files, crossed out one 
by one his younger colleague’s ‘Unfit for work’ or ‘Unfit for heavy 
'-oik , and replaced them by ‘Fit for every kind of work’, written 

I A bis own hand in red ink. The next morning I was detached to 
P>e corvte de tinelte, the latrine-emptiers’ squad.
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rk consisted in collecting the latrine-bins of S e c t i£ f|^ j 
'S i l ld Y  the gendarmes’ quarter outside the camp. Each squad was 

composed of twelve men and had to deal with about twenty bins. 
The contents of these twenty bins were collected in six bins, by 
means of decanting them into each other. As the handles of some 
of the bins were broken, they were difficult to manipulate, and it 
required a special technique to avoid the contents splashing over 
one’s clothes. Each of the six full bins weighed from 60 to 70 lb. 
and were carried by two men across the camp to a narrow-gauge 
railway. The bins were loaded on to the trucks, and the trucks 
were pushed to the bank of the River Ariege, about half a mile 
outside the camp. The contents were emptied into a large open 
hole next to the river, the exhalations of which could be sensed in 
a circumference, varying with wind and weather, from 100 yaiGs 
to a mile. Then the empty bins were carried down a slope, slippery 
with ice or mud, to be washed in the river. When the river was 
frozen we had first to break a hole in the ice. Then the bins were 
carried back up the slope to the trucks, the trucks pushed back to 
the camp, the bins carried back 10 the latrines.^ The only protec
tion again t infections was to wash one’s hands in cold water after 
work; the repeated epidemics of dysentery were an inevitable 
consequence of this sanitary system.

The operation w'as repeated twice a day. On the first two, 
occasions I was sick; later I became accustomed to it. Sometimes 
Jacob, the jackdaw, made the journey to the river with us, peu h- 
ing on top of a latrine-bin and looking at the men who pushed the 
truck with glittering eyes full of black irony; sometimes Negro, 
the dog, accompanied us too; sometimes, on the backward journey 
w-f; sang the Song of the Latrine Squad, which combined a beauti
fully sad melody with an utterly unprintable text.

Possibly I could have obtained permission to return to navvy 
wo;k. But the Latrine Squad had only to work one hour in the 
morning, one in the afternoon, while the navvies, stone-breakers 
and road builders had to work six. In my present occupation I 
was quit lor two hours of nausea a day; in any other I would have 
collapsed again within a week. And for this very reason the 
Latrine Squad was the most coveted form of work in the camp,

f(( S Y p  S C U M  OF T H E  E A R T H
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\ V ^ g 4 7 s this may seem. This filthiest and most degrading la E M  'j 
was a desirable escape from the murderous strain and monotony of 
the others.

I had been in the Latrine Squad for about a fortnight when, 
coming back with the empty trucks on January 17th, I was told 
to report at once to Lieutenant Cosne’s office. I thought it teas 
because of the gloves: that morning a gendarme had told me, out 
of mere chicanery, to take off my gloves while decanting the bins, 
and I had refused. He had not insisted, but I was convinced that 
he would report me, and was prepared for the worst. When I came 
in, Lieutenant Cosne rose and said solemnly:

‘I have the pleasure to announce to you that we have just 
received from the Ministry of the Interior a telegraphic order for 
your release.’ He pressed his left hand against his corset and 
stretched out the right, after having placed the leather crop on the 
table. I was so completely taken aback that I actually shook hands 
with him. I regret it to this very day.

I stumbled out. There stood the Corsican, and his lips moved, 
but 1 only stared at him stupidly and he had to repeat twice that 
Captain N. wished to see me. When I entered Captain N .’s office, 
he saw on my face that I knew already, and was very disappointed.

'That man Cosne spoils everything,’ he said. And he added, 
with some melancholy: ‘ I f  Albert goes too, I shall die of boredom 
in this desert.’

At 6 p.m., I stood at the barbed wire enclosure of Section C. 1 
had said good-bye to all my friends, and the only one left was 
Mario. There he stood in the dusk, with his cropped convict 
skull, the nervous twitch which came back at intervals to his face, 
and his peculiar smile.

Farewell, Mario. He leaned with.his. back against the wire of 
the gate, which in a minute would open for me, but not for him. 
Good-bye, Mario, comrade and friend. You were nineteen when 
they put you in jail and twenty-eight when they let you out. You 
were allowed two years of liberty and you spent those two priceless 
years into which your youth was compressed, in working twelve 
hum s a day at the Italian emigre paper’s office and another Lour 
hours writing a history of the revolutions of 1848. And" when the.
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\*A were over and they came for you again, they tore^ j r  1
rnantwcript to pieces before your eyes and insulted before your eyes 
the woman with whom you lived and w’ho was pregnant with your 
child. The child was born while we were still in Paris, but you 
were not allowed to see it; and it was baptized ‘Roland1, to com
memorate for ever the barbed wire fence under the sign of which 
it came into this world.

‘Good-bye, Mario,’ I said to the dark figure at the fence. ‘I f  I 
should ever write your life story, I should put as a motto the words: 
“ There was a man in the Land of Uz, whose name was Job, and 
that man was*perfect and upright.”  ’

Mario smiled: ‘ “ After this lived Job an hundred and fifty years; • 
and died, being old and full of days.”  I ’ll miss you. I f  I get 
transferred to the Latrine Squad, I might use the spare time to 
write an essay on Benedetto Croce’s History of the Nineteenth Century.'

He embraced me and the Corsican came and opened the gate 
with his key, and closed it again behind me. How simple it was.

The Corsican accompanied me to the outer enclosure of the 
camp, and opened the last gate. How very simple it was. Then 
I stood in the road, alone, my valise in my hand. It was dark,-and 
from time to time a car hurried past, with dim blue headlights, and 
was swallowed again by the darkness.

I had a last look at the notice-board outside the main entrance 
gate:

CAM P DU V E R N E T  d ’ a R IE G E ,

When I came to the bend of the road, I could still see through 
the wire the black barracks of Section C. There they lay in the 
straw, the Men of Uz of our time, under the burden of their 
a f f l i c t i o n But instead of remonstrating with God, Mario was to 
write an essay on Croce and remonstrate with History. But History 
will not come back to him and speak out of.a whirlwind: Mine 
eye seetli thee, and bless him with fourteen thousand sheep and a 
thousand she-ntses and ten sons and daughters. And he will not 
live an hundred and forty years.

’ C(̂ %\
S C U M  OF T H E  E A R T H
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A lew weeks after me Albert was released and left for Mexico. 

Pacek was allowed to join the Czech Army; Tschorbatscheff, a 
Bulgarian whose brother-in-law was a general, and David, a Pole 
whose father had lots of money, were released, and Tamils got out 
in the last hour of the collapse; he too went to Mexico.

But these were exceptions. Perhaps fifty altogether were 
released; the other 2,000, including Mario, remained in the trap, 
and the week after the armistice was signed the Gestapo paid its 
first visit to Le Vernet.

The men responsible for the defeat of France have committed, 
amongst others, one crime which passed almost unperceived in 
those chaotic weeks. In American slang it is called ‘putting a man 
on the spot’ .

The French Government has put the 2,000 men in Vernet on 
the spot, as well as the totality of German and Austrian refugees, 
numbering several tens of thousands and including those who have 
served in the ranks of the French army, the wounded in the 
hospitals, their women and children. So far the victors, perhaps 
embarrassed by'the richness of the prey, have made a surprisingly 
modest use of their attested rights. But the prey remains on the 
spot and they can dispose of it. whenever and however they like.

Legally, the crime was consummated when Philippe Petain,
,,Marshal ot France, accepted paragraph 19 of the Armistice Treaty, 

providing for the extradition of political refugees,1 while his senile, 
lips babbled ot an ‘honourable soldiers’ peace’. But this was only 
the formal side of it. Those who prepared the way for Vichy had 
put these men in camps -  mainly because they had proved by their 
previous careers that they took France’s officially avowed war- 
aims too literally. The French Government had deliberately 
slandered them, accusing them of deeds committed by common 
French criminals, and used them in their propaganda as scape
goats for their own sins. When English and American public

1 Theoretically this- only applies to the Gei mans and Austrians ir. ].<■ Vernet, 
indirr/1 V°a .eait 1 protect 1 he others, \ ibjects of counties under direct or 
indirect Gestapo rule,.from .meting with the san* fcte?
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y  opuuon began to protest, they promised to investigate the tedUM 
but they never did so. For every ignominy they made the prisoners 
suffer, they comforted them with the argument that the ignominies 
of the Gestapo would be worse; and when the cock had crowed 
thrice, they delivered them properly and solemnly into the 
Gestapo’s hands.

In the days of the French collapse there was a last chance of 
saving those martyrized men by shipping them to North Africa or, 
if  that was too much to ask, by giving them a chance of escape. 
They refused. They left them in their barbed-wire trap, to hand 
them over complete, all accounts properly made out, all confiden
tial records of their past (given trustingly to the French authorities) 
neatly filed. What a find for Himmler’s black-clothed men! Three 
hunured thousand pounds of democratic flesh, all labelled, alive, 
and only slightly damaged.1

1  A s  th is b o o k  g o es  to  press, th e  fo llo w in g  tw o  n ew s item s w e re  p u b lish e d  b y  
E n g lish  n e w s p a p e rs :

‘ T h e  V ic h y  G o v e rn m e n t  h a v e  a g re e d  to  h a n d  o v e r  to  G e r m a n y  a  n u m b e r  o f  
p o lit ic a l a n d  ra c ia l re fu g e e s  w h o  w e n t to  F r a n c e  to  esca p e  fro m  th e N a z i re g im e . 
T h e  N a z is  h a v e  d raw 'n  u p  lists  o f  th e m e n  th e y  w a n t  back.’ -  Evening News, 
A p r i l  to th , 1 9 4 1 .

‘ S o m e  h u n d re d  a n d  fifty  p e o p le  a re  re p o rte d  to  h a v e  b e e n  k ille d  w h e n  g u a rd s  
o p en ed  fire  o n  m u tin o u s  p r iso n e rs  d u r in g  th e r e v o lt  a t  th e in te rn m e n t c a m p  a t  
V e rn e t . T h e  c a m p  h a s  b een  e v a c u a te d  a n d  th e p r iso n e rs  tra n sfe rre d  to -A fr ic a  
to  w o rk  on  th e  p ro je c te d  tra n s .-S a h a ra n  R a i l w a y . ’  -  The Star, A p r i l  10 th , 1 9 4 1 .
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’ Where shallJhe Holy Tabernacle rest?
What land is promised, Lord? I cannot 'see.
Only the bitter deserts to the north.’

Robert nathan:
A Winter Tide.
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i
B a c k  in Paris again.

Aiter the first days of greed and animal pleasure -  fooo
drink and bath and bed -  the paralysing oppressiveness of t
atmosphere returned. Nothing had changed. Last autumn France
had accomplished a diplomatic formality in proclaiming the state
of war, and then quietly gone to sleep.

Nothing had changed -  at least not perceptibly. Mme. Suchet’s
husband was still curing his boils in the Maginot Line. Mme.
1 abouis still explained in L ’CEuvre that, according to the latest
information in well-informed political.circles in Stockholm, which
had reached her through diplomatic channels from Ankara. Hitler
had spent a sleepless night. Laval, Bonnet, Doriot, Luchaire, de
Brinon were still at liberty, and Petain was still French Ambassador
in Madrid and accepted invitations to dinners at which von
.'tohrcr, the German Ambassador, was also present. The best
broadcast in French still came from Radio Stuttgart, and Radio

aiis still provided retired waitresses with an old age pension for
singing Parlez-moi d’amour’ and :Au temps des cerises’ . The
' rcnca s°ldicr’s pay was still $d. and his wife’s allowance still about

ls ' 1 daY> and llle theatres, hoiks, and restaurants de luxe were till
oveicrowded. I he censorship continued to suppress' Kerillis’s

'assandra-crics against the traitors in the Ministries, and he still
went on publishing his paper with a blank column over his name
m p.at e of the editorial. The Ministry of Information in the Hotel
Lontmenta1 was still familiarly called ‘The Brothel’ , the Press was
V  lnS tin; straw of Patience, Discipline, and Faith. Presi-
iuii eirun still opened cattle shows with the looks of an under-

wa^tf ^’?0U’° 00. fo'reigners were still denied gas masks, Mussolini
wlnt i L - ' T  1 l>cmoci'acy, and the concierge was still wondering 
wnat the war was about

B> the end of 191 France }iacj j0it one ancj a [iaif million men;
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- Had lost hardly 1,000. In 1917, the

th, but survived; in 1940, she succumbed to 
.e decomposition of the red blood corpuscles, an 

- more deadly than any wound, 
warlike event during the first three months of 1940 

north of the Arctic Circle. Practically everybody’s 
lies were with the unfortunate Finns, but the manner in 

i the French Press treated the Finnish War was nauseating, 
ailc France gave no help to the Finns except to offer them the 

scrap iron of her arsenals, and while she watched their death 
struggle as passively as she had watched the death struggle ol the 
Czechs and Poles, in reading the French Press one got the impres
sion that somehow the successes of the Finns were victories of 
France. The hysterical Mannerheim cult of the French Press, its 
delirious cries of triumph at the Russian failures, had the character 
of what psycho-analysts call a ‘disguised wish-fulfilment’ ; the 
Mannerheim Line stood for the Maginot Line and Russia for 
Germany -  a twofold treat. Altogether, the French attitude to the 
Finnish War reminded one of that of a voyeur who gets his thrills 
and satisfactions out of watching other people's maniy exploits, 
which he is unable to imitate. And when, on March 13th,.the 
Finns were forced to sign Molotov’s diktat treaty, some of the 
French papers were shameless enough to accuse them of cowardice.

Thus, quite unnecessarily, the Finnish defeat became another 
deadly blow to the French people’s morale. The leaders had two 
courses open: either to send effective help to the Finns and save 
Scandinavia from the Russo-German grip; or, if this was not 
feasible, to treat the Russian aggression on Finland as a deplorable 
affair, which, however, did not concern France and the Allies. 
The French Government took neither of the two: .they did nothing 
to prevent Finland’s defeat, but everything to turn it into a moral 
defeat of France. They neither ate their cake nor had it.

After Finland'the French Chamber asked for Daladier’s head • 
this poor head with the iron mask made of gelatine. The terrible 
malaise which lay over France like thick fog found its expre sion 
m the way the Chamber made him go. Tin- majority did not vote 
against liim -  they just made him go by abst aining from voting.

. • f ' • ■ .
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•\;:,)ABg when Reynaud took the succession, thev  received him

-'ut .200 abstentions and a majority of two voices out 
of a total of 500. A e  abstentionisme of the Chamber was intended 
to be a subtle fractional device; in fact it was a declaration of 
irresponsibility, an unconscious expression-of their resentment, not 
so much against Daladier or Reynaud, as against tibe war in 
general. Reynaud, that miniature Tatar, who looked as f f  some
where a pocket-size dynamo was hidden inside him, which made 
him constantly jerk and vibrate with energy, could possibly have 
saved France had he come a few years earlier. Now it was too late. 
Three weeks after he presented his Cabinet to a Chamber frozen 
with hostility, Norway was invaded; and another four weeks later 
the hour of the French apocalypse had come.

2

CP. m>r departure front the concentration camp, I was given a 
scrap ol p?pcr saying that le nomine A. K . had been released from 
the Camp ol Vernet for Undesirable Aliens on the order of the 
Ministry of the interior and was to present himself at the police 
station of the X V th Arrondissement on his arrival in Paris. Lc 
ruunmi A. K . would not be under esebrt.

The day after my arrival I w"nt to the police station, where I 
was told that I had to go to the Prejel1'"™ in order to get my carte 
d'identite extended, which had expired du'.'ing W  stay in Vernet. 
1 he carte d’identity corresponding to the British Aliens Registration 
Book, is the most precious possession of foreigners in France. 
\\ ithout it he is outside the law.

Next day, I went to the Prefecture„ After queue’ ig up lor an hour 
at the guichet which dealt with these.matters, they told me that 
before my carte could be* extended I had t< go a cachet de decOncen- 
tratmn -  a stamp certifying that I had been p'operly released from 
a concentration camp. Would I go to roor1 No. 34 on the fourth 
flooi to get the stamp, and then come bacK-

1 went to No. 34. on the fourth floor and from the moment
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that I onterori that rorom a chapter in my life began which coma 
have been written b y  Wodehouse if it had not he* ^  me sa... * 
time so nightmarish and nerve-racking. It is' an idiotic story, 
almost incredible and entirely typical of conditions in France in 
the last three months before the collapse.

The official to whom I spoke in room No. 34 was rather a nice 
young cnan. He did not at first look thoroughly at my papers and 
had already picked up the magic rubber stamp, when his glance 
fell on the words: Nationality: Hungarian.

‘But you are a neutral,’ he said in astonishment. ‘How on earth 
could they have sent you to a camp?’

‘I come from Le Vernet,’ I said.
It must be borne in mind that I was the first ‘political suspect’ 

to be released unconditionally from Vernet.
‘That is different,’ said the man in an entirely changed tone. 

‘We only have instructions to deal with enemy aliens released from 
ordinary camps. I have to ask the chef for instructions.’

He knocked at the door of the adjoining room, the cabinet du chef_ 
I heard an asthmatic Entref and he disappeared into the rnJE^  
leaving the door ajar. I did not hear what he said, but I jleatxj the 
cracked voice call out indignantly:

‘Vernet, you say? Incroyable! I ’ll see to that..’
And then he spoke into a telephone. I 3nly heard fragments of 

the conversation:
‘ . . . Ouiy man pauvre ami, they have begun to release people from 

Vernet. Gan you beat th: ° ’

‘ . . . Order of ths Ministry of the Interior. Probably through 
bribery.’

‘ . . • Quite. I ’ll sec that he is clapped into jail again as soon 
as possible.’

‘Quite. I put him through to the Eloignement.'
The Department at. I’Eloignement drs Etiangers dealt with the 

deportation cases.

(l( W  Vl S C U M  OF T H E  E A R T H  V f l T
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Quite. Alas! mon cher, alas! Au revoir, cher ami.' J
The official came back shrugging his shoulders.
‘ Listen,’ I said to him. ‘ I have heard what your chef said. Let 

me talk to him and straighten matters out.’
‘Impossible.'
I tried to convince him. I showed him my Press card and a few 

letters from several homines d 'influence. I had already got the 
humiliating habit of carrying them on me. Finally, he knocked 
once more at the door of the chef. Once more, the cracked, bellow 
ing voice, and the young official came back with a flushed face. 

Tm(>ossible! You have to go to the Eloignement.
The Eloignement was on the fifth floor. As, owing to the war, it 

was practically impossible to deport a man, the French bureau
cracy had invented a new, refined form of torture, called 'le regime 
des sursis'. It consisted in refusing a man the authorization to stay 
in France -refus de sejour, equivalent to an expulsion order -  and 
granting him only short-term ‘sursis’ or delays. Every time the 
sursis expired, he was liable to be put into jail or a concentration 
camp.

On that day the Eloignement gave me a delay of twenty-four 
hours.

When they expired they gave me five days.
After the five days, they gave me forty-eight hours.
After that, they gave me a month.
Inen again forty-eight hours. Then a week; then twenty-four 

houis; and so on for four months, until they arrested me again, 
when the Germans were within fifty miles of Paris. Each time one 
had to come to the Eloignement, one had to wait in the ante-room 
for seven to eight hours -  from nine in the morning to four or five 
in the afternoon. It was just a little additional torment. Every 
time I went there, I wondered whether I would be allowed to leave 
t ic maiding or be sent down to the coal cellar again. On the first 
cw occasions, G. accompanied me, later she waited for me at my 

Hat, wondering whether I would return or not. The big, blue ‘E ’
( oignement) which was stamped on to my papers w ith ever)’ new 
sunts, inaikcd one as a sort of convict on leave. Again I slept every 
nig t wit 1 my suitcase packed and the clock set to the danger hour.

Ke
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the letter E hung invisibly suspended over m p i f f l r  

j  was not the only one with whom the bureaucracy played this 
clever cat-and-mouse game. During those long hours of boredom 
and deadly anxiety in the ante-room of the Departement E, I 
could once more watch the defile of the wretched of the earth, the 
funeral procession of European freedom. I met people whom I 
had not seen for years: an architect, with whom I used to play 
chess in the Cafe Central in Vienna, a doctor whom I had con
sulted in Prague, and Rubio Hidalgo, with his green spectacles, 
whom I had last met in 1937 in Valencia, when he was still director 
of the Press Department of the Spanish Ministry for Foreigi 
Affairs. The scum of the earth. . . .

Most of the time during those last four months in France*I spent 
in desperate effort's to get my situation straightened out. I was 
obsessed by the fear of being sent back to Vernet -  not so much 
because of what it was like, but because I felt that France was 
doomed, and that the French concentration camps would become 
as many death-traps. By the beginning of March I received a 
warning from a Somebody who knew a Somebody at the police, 
that I would be arrested again at the next round-up. On March 
1 2th, my flat was raided by detectives, who turned everything 
upside down and carried away half my manuscripts and books, 
but did not ask me a single question. And that was the most 
exasperating, the really maddening thing about it all: I had been 
arrested without any explanation, and lei out after four months 
without any explanation, and all that time had never been 
properly questioned, never given a chance of defending, myself 
against an accusation the nature of which I did not know. It was 
like struggling for firm ground in a morass which gave way at 
every step, until you became suffocated in the mud.

When I had .received that war ning, I obtained a letter of recom
mendation from an ex-Minister to M. Lambert, adjoint du prefet de 
la Seine -  the right-hand man of the almighty Police Chief of Paris. 
When I was shown into his office on March 7th, he was reading 
Le Tfiitp->, which on that day had published a review of the French 
translation of my book Spanish Tut.met*. M. Lambert was very 
affable:
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’est ridicule ce qu’on vous embtte chez nous!’ he exclaimed wnen 
d him my story. ‘It must have been some idiotic mistake 

of a subaltern to treat a man of your merit in this way. I ’ll see to 
that at once.’

He went to the adjoining room and spoke into the telephone. 
Then he came back.

I have spoken to Monsieur Louit, the chef du department des ren- 
seignements ginfraux,’ 1 he said. ‘Louit will be very pleased to see you in 
twenty minutes. Lie just wants to glance at your dossier. In half an 
hour from now all your worries will be over. An revoir, cher monsieur. 
Delighted to have met you.’

G. was waiting for me in the bistro at the corner. I ran down the 
fjaircase, jumping three steps at a time and almost breaking my 

•ck to tell her the marvellous news. We had a Pernod and then 
I went to see M. Louit.

Monsieur Louit is busy -  he cannot see anybody,’ said the 
huissier in M. Louit’s ante-room.

But he is expecting me. Monsieur Lambert has just spoken o 
him on the telephone.’

dhe attendant went in, grumbling. Lie came back after a 
minute. ‘Monsieur Louit is busy. Wait if you like, but you might 
have to wait very long.’

I waited for an hour and a half. Then a slimy little secretary 
came out and asked me what I wanted.

I explained to him. He went back, to the room. He came out of 
the room.

Monsieur Louit is very busy. Cannot see anybody. But lie 
promised to look at your dossier.’
(J*°. tnat Y as Five days later my flat was raided and the

oignement gave me again forty-eight hours. I tried several times 
°  sce 1 ;  Fouit; he was always busy. I tried to see M. Lambert 

once ns secretary told me that he was not in the office, but I 
heard Ins voice from the next room. Then I gave it up.

I met Mrs. Vandervelde, the widow of Emil Yandervelde, the 
eigian e.̂ - lemier, whom I had known in Brussels. ‘Mais e'est 

Intelligence Department of the Alien? Branch.

APOCALYPSE ( C T

14.7



she said ,‘the French have all gone mad. Why donVyAr^ 
go and see Leon Blum about it?’

I had never met Blum, and, in spite of his disastrous Spanish 
policy, I had a great admiration for his personal integrity. I would 
never have dreamt of pestering him with my private affairs, but 
now the water was up to my neck, and Mrs. Vandei'velde per
suaded me that it would be a matter of principle for Blum to 
intervene in such a revolting case of political persecution. So I 
went round to Blum’s house on the lie Saint-Louis. There was a 
bodyguard of young members of the Socialist Party posted at the 
staircase -  the rowdies of the Action Fran false had attempted one 
or two assaults on him, and the severe censorship which cut out 
Kerillis’s attacks on the Nazi Fifth Column in France had no 
objection to Gringoire's pogrom campaign against the Socialist 
leader.

Blum could not receive me — he was in bed and conferring with 
members of the Party Executive -  but when his secretary had 
explained my case to him, he at once rang up M. Combe, the 
chief of the Miens Department in the Surete Rationale. The door 
was left ajar, and I heard him speaking to the telephone. He gave 
a short and concise account of my case, expressed his thanks  ̂for 
v. hat must have been a promise from the other end, and then 
the secretary came back and told me to take a taxi to the Surete 
Rationale. Combe would receive me at once.

I went to the SuretS and sent in my card to M. Combe. After 
about half an hour a little man with a nutcracker face came out
and said: .

‘President Combe is very busy. So am I. What do you
want?’ • .

I told him I was recommended to M. Combe by Leon Blum.
The manikin looked down at his hands. He was cleaning the 

diit under the nails of his left hand with the pointed fingernail of 
his right hand:

T know that. Enftn, what do you want?’
Th’s time I lost my temper. I told him that all I wanted was to 

come at last face to face with the responsible person who would 
tell me for what crime I was being persecuted, cross-examine me if

(if J  \r  S C U M  OF T H E  E A R T H  ( C T
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’ ■ necessary, charge me if there was a charge, and discharge i w  *  J  
there was none; that this was the procedure in any civilized 
country; that to release a man because there was obviously no 
case for his detention, and then go on persecuting him, was 
contrary to the law, arbitrary, and infamous; and so on.

All the time I spoke, the manikin kept on cleaning his nails, 
with his eyes fixed on the operation. When I had finished, he 
said:

'This is all very regrettable, but it concerns the Prefecture and not 
us. Au revoir, monsieur.”

Once I almost believed to have at last found firm ground in the 
bureaucratic morass. 1 had obtained an interview with one of the 
unapproachable M. Louit’s assistants, Detective-inspector Benoit, 
who promised to start a cor.tre-enquete -  a re-examination of my 
dossier -  in order to obtain my complete rehabilitation. He took 
a very sympathetic attitude. In fact, he said, the contre-enquite was 
a mere formality, as there was, of course, nothing serious against 
me, but it might take three or four weeks until it was definitely 
settled. So there was ‘nothing serious’ . But what was against me?
-  Oh, really nothing. By the way, had I not some friends amongst 
the German emigres? -  O f course I hack -  Did I not know Lion 
Feuchtwanger and Heinrich Mann and X . and Y. and Z.? - O f  
course I did. -  Then I certainly knew that some of them were very 
likely to be stood up against a wall within the next few days? -  No, 
biat I did not know; but I had tlie funny feeling that under my 
hair my scalp became moist with perspiration. -  And that I myself 
had had a very narrow escape from falling under the same suspi
cion and sharing the same fate? -  No. I hadn’t known that either. 
What suspicion, for heaven’s sake? - Never mind, he said amiably.
I might con ider myself a lucky man to be so unaware of my own 

angerous position. But of course, once the contre-enqucle finished, 
t !L, anSer would be over for me. Anyhow, he would see to that, 

wn he became even more amiable and talked about himself, 
ow 1 roioughly fed-up he was with his job, with the stink of 

enunciations and counter-denunciations he"had to, deal with;
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/ some time he would retire to a quiet little spot in the countr^k^lA. j  
> ^ g % is  memoirs. It must be interesting to be a writer and get in 
touch with so many thrilling people. Had I. read is. s latest book? 
What was my impression of him? No, not of his literary qualities, 
but what I thought of him as a person, of his political opinions; of 
what he lived on, etcetera. And Y? And Z?

While we talked, Inspector Benoit was lounging nonchalantly 
against the edge of the table, smoking cigaiettes, smiling and 
looking straight into my eyes. He led the conversation on so 
brilliantly, that it took me quite a while until I realized what he 
was up to. He did not propose to me openly to become an 
informer, and the shorter and more reluctant my answers were 
the more amiable and chatty he became. He reminded one o f . 
jovial doctor trying to make a child swallow a laxative in a 
chocolate pill, and actually I told him that. He raised both his 
short aims in a vehement protest, but his eloquence had gone and 
a few minutes later he brought the interview to an abrupt end. 
On taking leave, I asked him whether the contre-enquete could not 
be speeded up. ‘Oh yes, the contre-enquete,’ he said. ‘You had 
better write me a detailed curriculum vita.”

I guessed that it was useless, that his hint about a mysterious 
suspicion and being stood up against a wall were bunk, as well as 
bis promise of obtaining my rehabilitation, but I nevertheless 
wrote the curriculum vita and brought it to his office the next day. 
By his surprised face, I saw that he had completely forgotten
about it. , .

When the delay of three weeks was over, I went to see him as
agreed. I tried several times, but whenever I sent my card in he 
was too busy or had just gone out. I never heard of him or of tue 
contre-enquete again.

Finland was defeated, Denmark and Norway invaded, and 
while the night began to descend over France as the foreboding 
shadows of he Apocalypse closed in, I was still engaged in 
struggling against my own particular nightmare. It had a stiange 
resemblance to Kalka’s novel, The Trial — that dreamlike allegory
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\  b^Jriain who, having received a mysterious convocation to a^tcira^ 
his ‘trial’, strives and struggles in vain to find out where the trial 
would be held and what it would be about; wherever he inquires 
he receives non-committal, elusive replies, as if everybody had 
joined in a secret conspiracy; the closer he seems to get to his aim, 
the further it recedes, like the transparent walls of a dream; and 
the story ends abruptly, as it began, in tormenting suspense. The 
High Court which Kafka’s hero is unable to find is his .own 
conscience; but what was the symbolical meaning of all these 
nut-cracker-faced, nail-biting, pimpled, slimy figures, spinning 
their spider webs of intrigue and sabotage in the bureaux of the 
French administration? Perhaps. I was really guilty, I and my 
like; perhaps our guilt was the past, the guilt of having foreseen 
the catastrophe and yet failed to open the eyes of the blind. But 
if  t.ve were guilty -  who were they to sit in judgment over us?

Who? I he answer came three months later, when the Louits 
and Benoits, the nut-crackers and pimple-faces, all crawled on 
their bellies to lick the victor’s boots and crept back to their 
mildewy cabinets and bureaux to go on spinning the same spider 
web under a different name; for this time it was called the National 
devolution of France.

In between I finished the novel on which I had been working at 
I oquebilliere. It was no coincidence that it started with the chief 
c vractcr s arrest (the chief character was a Russian revolutionary 
o t ie old school) and ended with his execution. The feeling of 
.ocm> as i’egards the fate of France and my personal fate, had in 

t ie meantime got such a hold on me that I did not care any more 
except lot G. and for finishing the book. The manuscript was 
eventua y despatched to my publishers on May ist - just ten days 

oie t c invasion started. We celebrated the event w ith a few 
S an ® ° l bappdy drunk; the work was done, apres nous le

in- c nighimate in which G, and I lived had also its grotesquely
beli ran T —w ^  hew days after the raid on my flat, the door- 

g again just at the critical time, at 7.30 in the morning.
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T S ^ l v v a s  just having my bath; again, when I called o u th ftM  
answer was: ‘Prefecture de Police.’ But it was followed by the 
utterly unusual remark: ‘Take your time. There is no need to 
hurry.5

I opened the door and in came our old friend M. Petetin, 
Fernand the detective who had arrested me six months before in 
October,3 1939. The pimples on his face -were as flourishing as 
ever, but he stepped into the room in a curiously timid way, as if 
not sure of himself. After some preliminaries, it turned out that 
M. Petetin had .seen a book of mine in a shop window -  a very nice 
looking book indeed, but rather expensive to buy; and that 
Mme. Petetin happened to have her birthday to-morrow; so 
M. Petetin had thought that perhaps . . .  As we were, so to speak, 
old acquaintances . . .

I told him it would be a pleasure for me. ‘How lucky,’ I added, 
‘that your colleagues left me a copy when they took away half my 
library last week.5

‘Did they? Oh, les salauds,’ remarked M. Petetin indignantly. 
Then he asked me to write a dedication for him in the book. I 
objected' that this might spoil its value as a birthday present, but 
he said no, Madame would love it. So I wrote: ‘ lo  Monsieur 
Petetin, Fernand -  souvenir of our first meeting on a misty 
October morning,5 and he said it was very nice and poetique.

On taking leave, I told him that his coming to see me w-us a 
charming idea — but could he explain to me why on eai th it iiad 
to be so early in the morning?

M. Petetin’s pimples went red like baby radishes:
‘You see,5 he explained, Tor ordinary people like you it is 

perhaps an unusual h our-but we have got into the habit of 
calling at seven o’clock if we want to be sure that the bloke is at 
home.5

The colleagufcs of M. Petetin who had searched my flat had also 
behaved rather oddly in their selection o f ‘suspect material’ . They 
took away the second volume of Crime and Punishment, possibly in 
the belief that Dostoievsky was a Bolshevik; Rauschning’s Hitler

r ( ^ / /  S C U M  OF- T H E  E A R T H  ( C T
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\V ;»nr dit',, an illustrated volume called Hisloire de VErotisrheJ 
Europe' Chalmers-Mitchell’s My House in Malaga, and a bunch of 
anti-Nazi pamphlets.

That was the grotesque side of it. But they also took away my 
review cuttings, the collection of all the articles I had published 
from the age of twenty -  the results of fifteen years of journalistic 
work -  and the only typescript copy of an unpublished book on my 
travels through Soviet Central Asia, and to the Arctic on board the 
Graf Zeppelin. In ordinary times these losses would have driven 
me mad — now I hardly cared at all. Both G. and I lived in a state 
of, so to speak, apocalypticje rrienfoul'sme.

By and by the normal activities of life seemed to cease to func tion 
around us. First the central heating in the house had broken 
down, then the hot water, then the lift. It was a modern block of 
flats. Some of the tenants were foreigners and put in concentration 
camps; most of the others mobilized; and neither paid the rent; 
so the proprietor did not care for repairs. Poor Theodore had been 
immobilized long ago and stood flat-footed in a corner of the 
garage, staring sadly with his blind eyes into the pools of oily water 
on the concrete floor. Next the telephone was cut off, just on the 
day after the invasion began, I had not paid for it since my first 
arrest and now the bill had run up to an astronomical figure. And 
what was the use of it, anyhow? The friends for whom I cared had 
mostly gone, and for days on end the bell had remained silent. 
Car, lift, water, heating, telephone -  it was like rigor mortis slowly 
gaining one limb after another.

I had known that feeling of doom before — in Malaga, Spain, 
before the town fell into the enemy’s hands. The last days of 
Pompeii. And now one had to live through it all over again, but 
this time in Paris and in May; as if the dark powers of history hau 
chosen on puipose the loveliest season and the loveliest town on 
t 1̂ planet to demonstrate their superiority over the powers of
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‘ . . . All this destruction is carried out without one's perceiving a living 
soul. For these insects which are blind, are endowed with the genius to 
accomplish their task without being seen. The work is done under the cover 
of silence and only an alert ear is able to recognize the noise of the nibbling 
of millions of jaws in the night, which devour the framework of the building 
and prepare its collapse. . . .

‘Nothing is safe from their depredations, which have something frightening 
and supernatural about them, as they are carried out in secret and only reveal 
themselves in the moment of the disaster. . . . Huge trees, apparently in the 
vigour of life and the bark of which has been scrupulously left intact, crash 
to the ground when touched . . .  A planter enters his house after an absence 
of five or six days; everything is apparently as he left it, nothing seems 
changed. He sits dovm on a chair, it collapses. He grabs the table to re
gain his balance, it falls to pieces under his hands. He leans against the 
central pillar, which gives way and brings down the roof in a cloud of 
dust.'

When it happened I was just reading Maeterlinck’s Vie des 
Termites, from which these lines are quoted, and I found them an 
uncannily perfect allegory of the way everything collapsed around 
us.

It had begun on a Friday, May ioth; next Tuesday morning I 
had an appointment with Professor Joiiot-Curie at the Sorbonne. 
In the Metro I had been reading Kerillis’s leader in the Epoque; 
there was a sentence which said approximately:

‘The spirit of the heroic days of 1916 has returned; yesterday, in 
reconquering an outer fort of Sedan, our troops have shown a 
bravery worthy of the glorious days of Douaumont.’ I had to get 
out and left the paper in the train.

‘What is the matter with you?’ asked Joliot when I came in. 
‘They are at Sedan.’ ‘Sedan You are dreaming. Where on earth 
did you pick up that bobard?' ‘Kerillis says so in Iris article this 
morning. You know he Jv.ays gives hints about the real situation 
in a roundabout way to dodge the censorship.’ ‘But what exactly 
does he say?’ ‘That yesterday we have reconquered a fort of Sedan
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\\^ m ^ ^ ra .v c ry  worthy of the days of Verdun.’ Joliot smiled. j
have got it all muddled up. He mentioned Sedan as a reminiscery~' 
of the war of 1870. I did not know you were such a paw's u' ,

I felt ashamed and reassured. It" was the fifth Sln?e the 
German offensive had begun and all we knew. " we> ^oe French 
public who read the communiques and-,ilSU llet  ̂ t0 ^ie wireless — 
was, that all went relatively well: the Germans had succeeded in 
establishing a ‘pocket’ round M dastncht and advanced somewhat 
in Holland, but tno-* ~r m - parachutists they had dropped there 
had been mr-fP1̂  UP> and the Fi'ench motorized cavalry was 
advan^- in the Belgian Ardennes; there was also another 

Placet’ somewhere round Longwy, but it was going to be rapidly 
reduced. All this might, of course, be mere optimistic eyewash, 
but then Joliot worked in close touch with the War Ministry and 
lie would know. Certainly I must have got that allusion to Sedan 
mixed up.

When I left Joliot-Curie’s laboratory, Paris-Midi was just out. 
The front page said: ‘w e  h a v e  e v a c u a t e d  sed an .’

i hat was the moment when the chair under us broke down. 
What came after was just staggering and swaying about in a 
collapsing house, where everything you tried to hold on to turned 
into a handful of dust under your touch. Looking back on the 
week that followed, it all seems a confused, suffocating dream, but 
without the dreamer’s secret consolation that it depends on his 
own will to wake up. The days before and after form in my 
memory a tragic chain, but those days of the Apocalvpse are 
s milled together in a whirling kaleidoscope, without order and 
sequence, w i th only fragments of lurid shape and colour bubbling 
up in the grey matter where remembrance is housed.

Reynaud s funereal voice on the loud-speaker: ‘As a result of 
incredible mistakes, which will be punished, the bridges over the 

tuse have not been destroyed. Over these bridges the German 
armoured divisions have passed. . . .’

Gamelin s order: ‘Death before retreat'; and the retreat to the 
Aisne on the same day.

The muddy cars of the refugees from the north -  mattresses on 
op, m y C ( s o n  the running-board, bulging with exhausted people -

• C< W \
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Paris like a swarm of birds on their flight horn a litn 

cane; and the people in the streets staring at them. . . .
-The flat-footed gargon from our bistro, who had been mobilized 

in Marti.. strojpn„ along the Boulevard Sebastopol in creased 
civilian clothes. , j  t]10Ughf you were at the front?’ ‘The front is 
where the lieutenant... Tpjie j;cutenant has beaten it in his car, 
so'there is no more front to. me_> !put they will shoot you as a 
deserter.’ ‘First they 11 nave to me> And in another week 
they 11 have to shoot hah the Army, p ernains to be seen whether 
the other half is'willing to do it. . . .’

Dinner with Andre Malraux (or was that some weeks •- -p_
He had volunteered for the Corps Franc. ‘Si tout estfoutu, reste a 
mourir avec le proletariat.’ They refused his application; he volun
teered for the Tank Corps and eventually got into it. . . .

The avalanche of bobards-. ‘Parachutists land in the Place de la 
Madeleine.’ ‘Three children die of poisoned chocolates dropped 
by the Germans in Belleville.’ ‘Gamelin has shot himself.’ ‘Arras 
was taken by parachutists descending at night from the sky with 
flaming torches in their hands.’ . . .

A  smuggled S.O.S. letter from B., the German author of 
European fame, interned in Roland Garros, to his wife Vera: 
‘They have taken my strychnine. It was my only protection from 
the Gestapo. I felt safe and calm as long as it was in my pocket. 
They have robbed me of the last safeguard of my freedom and 
dignity.’ Vera’s visit. She has got hold of a dose of cyanide of 
potassium from a phoiographer, and asks me for an introduction 
to Comte de N., the commandant of Roland Garros. Yes, I can 
have half of the dose. In her hotel room we decant the yellow 
powder into two empty aspirin tubes and seal them with candle 
wax to protect it against oxydizalion. Vera is frightened of hand
ling the stuff and puts gloves on. In between the radio: The 
Germans have reached Saint-Quentin and Laon. . . .

Meeting Denise in tears. She had been for fifteen years secretary 
to Mine. Dupres, a member of the haute socictL Yesterday Mme. 
Dupres’ brother, the ex-Minister, had rung her up: Les bodies sont 
a Soissons, il faut ficher le camp. At night Mme. Dupres had left for 
her brother’s chateau at Tours, after giving the sack to her stafT:
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w ^ ^ » J^ j/T h t5rcse, the cook (fifteen years of service); Marie^roH-i 
maid (twelve years of service); leaving them a bundle of old 
evening clothes and one week’s wages. . . .

Yera’s report of her interview with the Comte de N., who has 
refused to hand the stuff to B.: ' (hel enfant Mage, Madame. Your 
husband, as a former officer, should be ashamed to go about with 
a dose of poison in his pocket." ‘Do you know what happened to 
the interned German refugees in Belgium and Holland?’ ‘France 
is not Belgium or Holland. One should not believe this defeatist 
talk, Madame.’ Next day Vera succeeds in getting the tube with 
the cyanide smuggled to B. in a piece of cheese. B.’s letter to her: 
Thank God I have received the aspirin you sent me. Now I 

don t care whatever happens. I am a happy man.’ 
nubbles, bubbles, bubbling up in the sore regions of grey matter 

where remembrance dwells. . . .
Tire cheerful voice of a young French woman journalist, stop

ping her car laden with brand-new suitcases on her way out of 
Paris: ‘You still here? They are expected to come in to-night.’ . . .

lea  at the P.E.N. Club. Trying to persuade Henri Membre, 
secretary to the French section, to make a last effort to save l amas 
and Mario from Vernet. Membre’s son is with the French Army 
in Belgium, if still alive; the last news was a telegram from Charle
roi, where M. himself had been wounded in 1914. In spite of all 
t tis, he still carries on with his efforts to save interned writers -  
hying pick needles out ol the burning haystack. . . .

Meeting Lieutenant N., in civil life a painter, wounded, left arm 
para \ sed. I he extended Maginot Line? Never existed. Some
0 ot houses, c cst tout.'' ‘But for years you have known that Hitler
1 is adapted the Schlieffen Plan and that the attack will come 

t n oug 1 Belgiun 1. Lt apres.' To know is one thing, to act another.’
wn so, since the war began we have had nine months’ time to 

in c t e extension. 'You don’t sav. Supposed they didn’t care 
r {. Suppose t{y y  didn’t want to.’ ‘Who are they?’ ‘ I don’t know. 
r ° U lniK 1 as y °u d°' But suppose I didn’t meet one officer — 
Croix ^°^11C I mean - whose heart was not with the
nr,-Co UC a ouPPose some of the gentlemen in the General Staff

rrc it v.i Lo Blurn?’ ‘You don't mean conscious betrayal?’
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don’t you understand: I  don't know. I only know w m t ^  
saw; For instance, that the pioneer battalions who were supposed 
to fortify the Longwy-Mon'tmedy sector had been rotting there 
since November and never worked more than two hours a day.’ 
‘Why?’ ‘Ask the General Staff. Sometimes there were no spades 
and sometimes concrete was short. There is always a reason for 
everything.’ . . .

Abbeville gone. The Germans reach the Channel. Boulogne 
gone. The narrow wedge of steel which pierced right through the 
body of France until it came out the other side, twisting round in 
the wound, enlarging the hole, crushing the country’s flesh. And 
again Reynaud’s macabre voice on the radio: ‘I f  I were told that 
only a miracle can save France, I would believe in that miracle. 
La France ne fieut perir. ’ . . .

The onslaught on the railway stations. The disappearance of 
the buses and taxis. The melting away of the town, as if infected 
with consumption. The tommy-guns of the flics at the street 
corners. The peculiar glance of the people in tlie Underground, 
with the dim candles of fear lit behind their eyeballs!

The parachutist scare. The Fifth Column psychosis. The last 
round-up -  and the long-expected, dreaded ring at the door-bell 
one morning at seven o’clock. The snap of the lock of the old 
valise from Vernet. The last glance at the flat -  the remaining 
books, the curtains, the desk -  knowing this time it would be for 
good. And G., staring after me from the top of the staircase with 
a frozen, chalky face, as if-going to be sick.

x \

Once more the wooden benches in the g.uard-room of the police 
station. Exit Jekyll, enter T yde

About thirty men .were : fne benches, all Austrians and
. Germans between fifty-five a d ;i ty ft was the last round-up. 
AH those who had been releas bora the,German concentration 
camps last winter had been arrest; ;i again a week ago, including
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•’ ^tSSSyoiTu-n. The only men left were the ones over the age of 
five and the invalids; and now their turn too had come. This time 
the administrative pogrom was complete. The sick were dragged 
out of their beds; several of them died during the next few days. 
The leaders of the anti-Nazi movement, men of European reputa
tion: Heinrich Mann, Lion Feuchtwanger, Willi Muenzenberg, 
Walter Hasenclever, Ernst Weiss, Carl Einstein, Walter Benjamin 
-  nobody was spared. Of the seven names mentioned, the first two 
managed to escape; the other five committed suicide.

^  e sat there from 7.30 in the morning until 3.30 in the after
noon.  ̂We were not allowed to move from the benches, nor to get 
anything to eat. At 3.30 we were packed into a police van. I 
thought we would be taken to the Salle Lepine, but the car went 
c ou n the me de Vaugirard and then followed the boulevards 
extmeures. ‘Where are we going?’ somebody ventured to ask one 
01 * ie hostile Jlics. ‘Stade Buffalo. There are some trice machine 
guns there; before the Bodies come in, we will stand you all against 
the wall.’

L> this time I was half drunk. For the last three months a bottle 
tr ourvoisier had been packed in my suitcase as an iron ration 
lor this occasion; it lay next to Vera’s stuff, at the bottom of the 
smlease. During those five hours on the bench of the police station 

had discussed with my neighbour, hunch-backed Dr. Poliak, the 
question which obsessed the minds of all of us: whether the French 

011 ,:)e ciu*cker in sending us away from Paris or the Germans in 
marching in. I tried to convince him that the Germans would 
■ 1(j " t lC’i iule: one thing at a time, and first annihilate the 
j  °  a e. an< crs army; diat ŵ ould give the French a week or ten 
days Ume to evacuate us. But old Dr. Poliak did not believe it: 
im- ' 1 1K et ed ad means of transport for their retreating
I ’ , e ai " ‘Ws were already breaking down; they would not
I hoiked at h US WOuld leavc us 10 our fate, i.e. the Gestap , 
tion and th nT) ^  SaW tiiat ^  forehead was moist with perspira- 
too. I knew iheV.'r^ Candles were dt in his eyes. Then it got me 
begin in the >• <X ^  !TOm PrRvious occasions, and I watched it

the heart got soaked 5 2 ^  “ d d T  and..grOW UMil. n 11 »ke a sponge and then radiate in two

(If A P O C A L Y P S E  I n y

!59



G°^ \  *

\*^<gj®e$ofis, down to the bladder and up to the throat; I kntasl JL A 
b^WSiSetested it more than anything on earth. - And I also knew 

that, whatever people who have never experienced it say, there 
was only one way to cure it; so I pulled the bottle out and during 
the next two hours I emptied it in slow gulps. When we got into 
the ear, I was all right -  agreeably unconcerned and philosophical 
about our fate. Then I got into a sort of dreamy state and went 
through one of the most curious experiences I had ever met with. 
What happened outwardly was odd enough, for half an hour later 
I was free; but for ine, the really fascinating thing was the inside 
story of it -  the way that bottle of brandy on an empty stomach 
had brushed away any conscious reflections and opened the door 
for the automatic reflexes of self-preservation. Had I not got 
drunk, in all probability this book could never have been written.

I have said already that all the others in the car were Germans 
and Austrians; I was the only one in the category of Non-Enemy 
Suspects. So far, the ‘enemy aliens’ had been concentrated in the 
Buffalo Stadium, a sports stadium in the south of Paris, and the 
‘suspects’ in the Roland Garros Stadium. On that morning, prob
ably because of the shortage of transport, the Prefecture had 
ordered the locab police stations to direct all anested men to the 
Buffalo camp. But, as appeared on our arrival at that place, they 
had forgotten to inform the camp -authorities at Buffalo of their 
changed dispositions. It was the usual French muddle. I was the 
first non-enemy alien to pass through the control bureau of the 
camp; when I put my passport on the desk and saw the official’s 
surprised face, it all came to me in a flash.

‘When and where were you arrested?’ asked the official.
‘ In the Cafe Dupont, Place de la Convention, an hour ago.’
I did not consciously have to reflect for a second for my answers. 

The brandy did it for me -  or that sly, hairy super-ape, the 
subconscious. The point is that normally I am a bad actor, and i!
1 try to bluff at poker I am always caught. It was a very odd 
experience.

‘Where is your carte d’identiUf
‘At home -  io, rue Dombasle, seventh floor. That’s why I have 

been arrested. 1 just went down to. have coffee after lunch and
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\% 4|^^ y/4 ohrte d'identiti upstairs; there was a razzia and ^ g y  toolFme^ 
t0 ftat.ion- I asked them to let me go l lome and fctch the
carte a iden tic but they didn t>give me a r’ .ance even Q s k _ 
they just shoved me into the car and her- j am >

I fd t  that I was absolutely convincing _ ihe‘ right mixture of 
polue indignation and honest-to-God stupidity. And aI1 the t;me 
I watched my own performance and v,ondcred. Normally I am 
the rather uninspired type of per s 3 ;  when writing, for instance, 1

ave ° ,s'vt at ° ut everV line with a conscious effort. It was indeed 
very o . kL.e same dreamlike exaltation in another age, a 
P° would perhaps have heard voices and produced a mystic 
vision; now miracles had to happen at police officials’ desks; but 
it was fundamentally the same process.

I he man behind the desk turned my passport over and looked 
at my other papers: Press card, the famous letters from Influential 
1 ersons, etc. Over his head, there was a clock on the wall and it 
marked 4.30.

All this is a quite amusing experience for a journalist, but the 
pother is that I have an appointment at five o’clock,’ I said -  that 
is the brandy said, or the hairy ape.

^  hat sort of appointment?’
(• ~ tllc daily Press Conference at the Ministry of Informa-
uon. ( 1 had never been at the Press Conference and I had
not written an-article since the war -  but I had kept the Press 
card.)

I hat idiot Lameche is always making a mess of things,’ said the 
man behind the desk to his assistant; he fumbled irresolutely with 
my papeis. Lameche, I gathered, was the police-commissairc of life 
XV th Arrondissement. Our escort had left immediately after 
delivering us. *” »

Look ’ I said.- ‘I have got to be there at five. I f  you still have 
any doubts, send a man to accompany me home in a taxi while l 
< t< 1 nq carte d identite. \ ou can give me an armed escort and even 

a machine gun if you think it necessary.’
Opposite the desk was the door that led into the camp -  and

" 7  hr,°TÛ : that door there Was no returning. I had it before my 
an mew it was a death-trap; and I knew that the slightest
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\ V ŝ ^ynt/o f a faFe r n̂S in my voice would finish me. But it wAsM t J  \ 
i t trusted it entii'ely.

y Gw*1 l ° ' f  a‘ ‘ J , -saire,’ said the man behind the desk andMon, ce n est pas nec. JU‘ ’ ., t. .  c, . . ■ with a smile. You are free, monsieur,handed my papers bacK w„ /  1 1 . > entrance gate. And to Ins secretary:Sentry, take monsieur to the ~ 5 , ,
‘Remind me to ring that idiot L a ^ c h e  when we are through with 
the others.’ And to me: ‘Au revoir, monsieur. Next time you had
better carry your carte d’identiti on you. . , T , ,

On the way to the gate I picked up my subcase which 1 had
left outside the entrance to the office. The sentry cl. not IV'Uce 
that there was anything wrong about it. At the gate I ga.r T 
5 francs and asked him to get me a taxi. The taxi arrived. Exit -, 
Hyde, enter Jekyll.

But only for a few minutes, while the taxi approached the 1 orte 
d’Orleans and the drumming in my chest calmed down. Then the 
blessings of the brandy began to evaporate and I began to realize 
the situation into which I had got myself. The camp official 
would ring Lameche, or whatever his name was; in half an hour 
or so the game would be up and the police at my flat — this lime 
perhaps really with a tommy-gun. I knocked at the window pane 
and gave the driver another address. I knew that I \vould never 
see my fiat again. Exit Jekyll, enter Hyde. But this time for good.

5
I had either to give myself up to the police or to go to ground, 

taking the risk of having to face a military tribunal if caught. I 
consulted some French friends on that afternoon, and on their 
advice decided on the latter course.

Who these friends were, how they passed me on in turn, hiding 
me for one night each, and how they finally succeeded in obtaining 
for me a travelling permit to Limoges, where a fortnight later le 
nommb A. K . ceased legally to exist, will be an amusing and moving 
story to tell at a time when the night has gone from Europe and 
acts of kindliness and solidarity no longer count as crimes. But
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nigfit, *"»d from the moment when at the Porte d’Oi'fefrfls^ 
'^Pgave the taxi dri ' a-ccrtain address, the story lias to move along 

a dotted line, until G. md I emerge from an overcrowded train at 
the railway station at IL town of Limoges, famous for its manu
facture of porcelain and its 'tired generals.

Those first days of June in moges were like a short coming up 
for air before the final dive. The Battle of Dunkirk was still in 
progress, giving France a last resy'te. Personally, I felt safe from 
the police for at least a fortnight. V e travelling permit which my 
friends had procured me was a most re, jec table-looking document, 
covered with all sorts of lovely rubber ;tamps in black and red - 
my heart jumped with pleasure whenev • I looked at it. It 
enabled me to go to the local police and prow nally legalke my 
situation; my carte d’identite, with the revealing; wa/ officially
lost. In due time, of course, the Prefecture of Limog s would report 
my arrival to the Prefecture of Paris and would reftve instructions 
to arrest me; but, what with red tape and the adlinistrative chaos, 
this could hardly be expected to happen Cor aother fortnight or 

t m weel-s. So there was time to take a dec breath and think 
matters over-  pt;f> a man who, crashing dcvn a precipice and 
cate mg hold half-way ot a CiJivpn of  ~rass, ighs with relief until 
the roots give way under his weight, and he continues his plunge 
to the bottom. * 6

Limoges was on one of the main roads along which the stream 
ot rclugees flowed down from north to south. My memories of 

ose last days of France are mainly of an acoustic nature: the 
never-ceasmg polyphone symphony of motor horns, the roaring 
and humming of the engines, the thundering of the heavy lorries 
on the roadway, the asthmatic rattle of old Citroens. the neighing 
01 horses and the crying of exhausted children, as the chaotic 
stream flooded through the town on its aimless course. Without in - 
d isa ^ r °n’ <l.i i ^  and n*§ht> hie mechanized dr isions of 
some n:r Sl  anc* .t‘le people in the streets stared at them; 
thouirhtfhl £  Y’ Some WIth hostile contempt, some with anxiously

when their turn would come to join 
W  S  2 : a llo  t0 thc South- For they had watched the grow- 

aA1 l!0!n tFe first days, when it was no more than a
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\V^cai|et/witIi its sources far away in the north, >- ",
Belgium, and the cars still bore foreign markin' tjlen • , ,
of Sedan it had suddenly swollen and on lhe number pl^  
appeared the signs of the French proving ,J; jyj from t] D 1 
ment du Nord, N from the Pas de C?’ tls; and nearer and nearer 
x  for the Somme, Y  for Seine-et-C .e, until the first green buses 
from Pans appeared, and for a feV days nine hut of ten number 
plates bore the fatal R  of the capital; then even the R ’s thinned out 
and new sources of the stream .pened in Brittany and on the Loire 
The number plates on the ars told the dreadful tale of the steam
roller thundering down omr France, and revealed the truth which 
the official communir es still tried to hide.

C and I used At on the terrace of the Cafe de l’Orient facing 
the Placode la uric, where the main stream passed. Most of the 
time it raimdand the mattresses on the tops of the cars became 
sodden with wder. G. was as unsentimental as an Anglo-Saxon 
female of twent-two might be, and watched that never-ending 
procession of m iry with a look of reproachful disgust, but d -  
sight of the soake mattresses finally broke her heart. they
are spoilt for eve’ she remarked. ‘Thmk now fussy French
women are abouttheir matt merges and pillows and plumeaux. 
They’ll never get over it. What a revolting war.’

Indeed, these mattresses and plumeaux seemed to be the main 
preoccupation of the people on the road. They tried to cover them 
with odd bits of oil-cloth and even with their mackintoshes tied on 
with bits of string. Before, the Great Migration started, the stocks 
of oil-cloth in the Paris shops had been bought up for this purpose 
to the last yard. Who on earth but a Frenchwoman would have 
thought of tuite ciree for mattresses in the middle of the Apocalypse? 
11 was a peculiar sadistic irony of Fate, to have turned the most 
petit-bourgeois, fussy, stay-at-home people in the world into a nation 
of tramps. Ten million French people rolling aimlessly along the 
roads with their mattresses and saucepans, jamming all communi
cations, paralysing every swift military movement, smothering like 
a thick torrent of mud what was left of the country, until the last 
twitch of life was gone, and death ensued.

The Weygand Line collapsed, the Germans crossed the Somme,
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X V ' ^ ^ V 16 ^ sn'e» t îe Bresfc> the Seine; Reims gone, Rouen foi l ,  1 
Pontoise gone -  and still the stream continued day and night, 
pouring down from Chateauroux and on to Perigueux. Sometimes, 
while watching it from the cafe terrace, we were reminded of the 
day in Roqucbilliere when the herds of sheep and cattle had come 
down from the pastures near the frontier; it was the same con
tinuous noise of bleating and lowing and barking from the klaxons 
and horns, the same long, panicky procession with the cars push
ing and jostling each other, as it were, in senseless confusion. And 
what cars. Good Lord! As if every specimen of the mechanical 
fauna, everything that could creep and stink on four wheels, was 
hurrying away from the deluge. There were the giants of the 
French Air Force with the dismantled material of the lost aero
dromes, and the racy Paris touring cars, ‘Paris la N uif and 
Excursions d Fontainebleau’ still written on them; and furniture vans 

from Brussels and the fire, brigade from Maubeuge and the delivery 
van of a butcher in Soissons, and of a dairy in Rouen, and of an 
ambulant ice-cream merchant in Evreux, and the street-sweeper 
with rotating brushes of the municipality of Tours, and, in between, 
roadsters, sports cars, limousines and the thousands of tiny Citroens 
and Peugeots, five, ten and fifteen years old, barking up at the 
mammoth lorries like mangy old fox-terriers. And everything 
inside crammed to the last square inch with a mixture of old men, 
young women, grandmothers, babies, saucepans, birds’ cages, 
sewing machines, crates, bundles, baskets, cradles, bicycles, 
cuckoo-clocks, loaves, petrol cans, spare wheels, gramophones, 
accordeous, wine bottles, dogs and cats -  all stewing together in a 
sort of surrealist goulash.

Just .as G. was philosophizing about the mattresses, there passed 
an extraordinary sight. A rickety motor funeral carriage turned off 
the toad and parked in front of the Mairie, and various small and 
dirty boys iell out of it, munching cakes; and. as it started to rain, 
c im jed bra k. 1 1 was a shabby, black, angular vehicle, as used for 
pom nr, ns funerals, and, on the black .carpet where the coffin 
s ou i dc} an entire family, complete with cousins and molher-in-
av, wen ensconced, with all the angels carved in black wood 

over their heads.
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evening- of the same day we listened to the hoarse knJcl 1 
speaker from a radio shop in the rue Gambetta broadcasting 
Reynaud’s speech with the announcement that Italy had declared 
war. It was his last speech but one; there was a large crowd in 
front of the loudspeaker, listening in a petrified silence; the traffic 
in the street was stopped. Some women cried noiselessly; they had 
already started crying during the - last bars of the Marseillaise 
before {he speech; but when the voice of the little man spoke the 
words: ‘ Que les Fran(ais se resserrent fraternellement autour de leur 
palrie blesste,’ several of the men around us joined in with the 
women. It was the first and last time that I have seen a crowd 
burst into tears on a political occasion; it was dreadful and yet 
somehow comforting; there was no hysteria in that assembly in 
the street. It was a rare moment and it was quickly over; during 
the last stages ol the catastrophe and in the months after it, I have 
never again seen a French crowd behave with dignity. A few weeks 
In. er Reynaud was arrested and the loudspeaker stammered with 
the senile hatred of the Old Man, and spat the venomous spittle of 
his acolytes all over what was left of France, destroying the last 
moral stronghold of a broken nation: the fraternity of grief.

Two days later, June 12th, 1 had to send a telegram and when 
I entered the central Post Office, an unknown woman with crazy 
eyes grasped my atm and shook it as if trying to tear it out:

*Monsieur, monsieur,’ she shouted into my ears, ‘ the Russians have 
declared war on Germany and Italy. C’esl le miracle -  at last the 
miracle has come, monsieur!’ And out she ran into the street.

Everybody in the Post Office was in a state of hysterical joy. I 
pushed my way to the telegraph guichet and asked the girl behind 
the glass pane whether she knew where the rumour had come 
from. She laughed with wet eyes and pointed up to the ceiling: 
lD'en haul -  from the wireless room. Excuse me, monsieur, but I 
must see it written myself.’ And she ran up the little service stair- ' 
case behind :he guichets. Two minutes later she was back, laughing 
and crying: ‘ I have seen it with m) own eyes on an official telegram 
form. It is official, monsieur. I have seen it in black and white.’

As far as I know, the mystery of the bobard, which spread on that 
day like wildfire all over Fran has never been solved. I had been
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s*" a* eleven; at twelve the cafes were ovcrcrowdlJ l  1
vWtJLj^ople waiting breathlessly for the official netvs bulletin. At 

Iashlt came: the last bar of the Marseillaise; the laconic com
munique: ‘Enemy pressure south of Seine and Marne. R.A.F. 
attacks on Genoa and Turin, damaging an Italian warship.’ The 
Marseillaise. Nothing.

But the people still believed in the miracle. ‘They are siow in 
announcing good news to us.’ They listened to the informations at 
two; and then again at four. Nothing.

Twenty-four hours later they learned of Reynaud’s final appeal 
to Roosevelt.

Another twenty-four hours later the Germans marched into 
Paris. •• •

Another twenty-four hours later Verdun was lost and the 
Maginot Line pierced.

Another twenty-four hours later the British offer to unite the 
two empires was rejected and Reynaud ceded to Petain.

Another twenty-four hours later, the feeble old man’s voice, 
interrupted by dry coughs, whispered for the first time to the loud
speaker: With a broken heart I tell you that fighting must cease.’

6

A few years ago I had seen in Paris a famous film with Jean 
Cabin, Le Grand feu. I remember the story only vaguely, except 
that Cabin became involved in a murder and was hunted by the 
police, Yi hen all seems lost, he passes by chance a recruiting office 
°  , .e foreign Legion. He goes in and signs up for five years under 
a ialse name. He is asked no questions and has not td show any 

ocuuients. Is it as simple as that?’ he wondeYs when a few 
minutes later the sergeant hands to him his carnet militaire, cstab- 
*' ung ns new identity. The sergeant smiles: ‘Whatever your past 

has oeen, from this moment it is dead. Here nobody will ask you 
- m . r e e t  q u e s t s ;  in the Legion we are all des niorts virants.’ 

ten saw that film the childish idea had occurred to me,

( ( ( v t W 1 A P O C A L Y P S E
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IvX d l W  U rr France became Nazified and all was lost, this 
\%o0i^C a solution. On the day when we first heard Radio Pans 

play the Nazi anthem, and realized that there was no mistake 
about the wavelength, I had talked it over with G. An hour after 
the thin old voice had announced the capitulation of France and 
the surrender of the Continent to Hitler, I went to the recruiting 
office. I walked in through the gate of the Caserne de la Visitation 
in Limoges as le nomine A. K .; profession: journalist and author, 
horn at Budapest, Hungary; and I came out as le nomine Albert 
Hubert; profession: taxi-driver, born in Berne, Switzerland. It 
was really as simple as that. The only price one had to pay for 
getting one’s identity transformed was to sign up for five years 
(June 17th, 1940- J une  17th, 1945) in the Foreign Legion.1 
" This time I was neither prompted by Courvoisier nor by any 
inspired voice; I had figured it out thoroughly. France, the last 
dingy refuge of freedom on the Continent, had gone. Fherc would 
cither be a total occupation, or a pro-German, Fascist government 
with Petain, Laval and Co.; in both cases, it was only a question 
of time before I would land in the hands of the Gestapo.

We had talked over with G. the possibilities of escape. The 
obvious thing was to try to embark to England. In the first days 
of the war I had applied for a visa and the permission to enlist in 
the British Army; it had been refused. When I was released from 
Vernet, I made a new application: it was turned down again. 
Meanwhile, England had proceeded, imita.ting the French example, 
to the wholesale internment of political refugees. Even should I 
succeed in getting out of France and crossing the Channel, I would 
be put behind barbed wire again.

Anti-Fascists were obviously a great nuisance in a war against 
Fascism. We were not wanted. I was through with offering 
myself where I was not wanted.

1 This, the ‘real' Foreign Legion, should not be confused with the special units 
for foreign volunteers in the French Army which had been created during the 
war. The latter, called Pigiments de Marche, were fitted into the framework of the ■ 
Legion, but were different in their structure and human material. They were 
composed of men who had volunteered, through political conviction, for the 
duration of the war; while the ‘real’ Legion was composed of the classical type ot 
mercenary, mainly o f ‘men with no past’, who had signed on for a minimum 
term of five years’ service in the French colonies.
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\A the invasion started, and after all hope of setting int^Hflre-^
wdBrkRn forces, had gone, I had volunteered for the French Army.

I had never been called up, thanks to the brand-mark “£ ’ on my 
papers. J hen I had tried to become a Front ambulance-driver for 
the French Red Cross; and was refused for the same reason. No, 
they did not want us, not even as cannon fodder. Our only con
tribution to this war, which was our war more than theirs, had 
been to sit behind barbed wire. They had stolen our war from us. 
They had stolen it and lost it; now the French were going to wash 
their hands with Fascist soap while we lay smashed and buried 
under the debris.

Well, some of us still survived, in the physical sense at least. But 
for us there was no armistice and no ‘soldier’s peace’, and appar
ently no escape. Try to go to America? G. and I had no visas, no 
exit permits and no money. Perhaps, if there were no total occu
pation and ii the Surele did not arrest me beforehand; perhaps then, 
by puiling wires and writing to Influential Persons and begging 
fares from Refugee Committees, there was a chance to succeed. 
But at that time I was through with all that; through with pulling 
wires and writing to Influential Persons, through with consulats, 
ourcaux, applications; through with asking anybody for anything; 
through with inyseli, with ten years of quixotic fights and miserable 
defeats.

1 thought that it would be a great relief to become Albert Dubert, 
a taxi-driver from Berne, to submerge, disappear, throw off the 
linden and stigma ol the past. I thought they w ill send me to a 

mce sunny bled in Africa, and nobody will ask me questions and 
ci my cat It d idenlite, and I w ill cease to belong to the scum of the 

card). I thought that amongst the Men with no Past one might 
ew-u discover a Vestige of that fraternity for which I had searched * 
in vam in the ranks of the revolutionary party. And I also thought 
|,la t PC l*aPs a ‘ter a Bmc things might take another turn. Perhaps 
7 . 1? ‘t 'A0U^  even he carried on from Algeria and Morocco.

n _ i not, there were others who had deserted from the 
Legion.

Vjf qH?' ,a  ̂’ 7'  ,ma'n lhing was to lie low for a time, under cover 
wp< i t.i >]e name of Albert Dubert, and see what happened.
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\C v S i< W h t ‘Dubert’ sounded very respectable indeed: it w a O * - J-  
name of the Commissaire special cle Police in Limoges.

Tiie whole proceedings at the Caserne de la Visitation did not 
take more’than an hour. When I was shown in, the sergeant and 
the two clerks in the recruiting office were discussing the capitula
tion; they looked dejected and drunk. I told the sergeant that I 
wanted to sign up for the Legion. He went red in the face: ‘Sans 
blague! Just now when the war is over?” I explained that I did not 
mean to join Tor the duration’, but to sign up with the ‘real’ 
Legion for five years.

‘That’s different,’ he said, looking at me searchingly. ‘Have you 
got any identity papers?’

‘ I have lost them. I thought one didn’t need any to join the 
Legion.’

He looked me up and down. ‘ Tout de mime,’ he said, hesitantly. 
‘Couldn’t you at least bring a letter addressed to you?’

He saw my embarrassed face. The scribes too looked at me. 
Limoges is a small provincial town and 1 don’t think that that 
recruiting office had seen many people desirous to join the Foreign 
Legion.

‘Are you in such a hurry?’ the sergeant asked at last. ‘Rather,’
I said. ‘And just at the moment when we have stopped fighting?’ 
‘Perhaps just for that reason,’ I ventured. He looked at me 
appraisingly, trying to work out what I meant, but I didn’ t dare 
to say more. Then one of the scribes asked suddenly: ‘Do you 
mean you want to beat it before they come to Limoges?’ I did not 
say anything, and all three stared at me. Then the sergeant .said: 
•EnJin -  je rr.'en fous. I f  you want it, we can fix it up. You arc 
lucky; the doctor is just in.’

I had to sign four printed forms, which I did not even read, 
then I passed a medical examination which was a pure formality. 
Finally, I was shown to the Bureau de ITntendance, where I was to 
receive my marching orders and the voucher for a free railway 
icket, to join the depot of the Foreign Legion. Before the desk 

stood a timid youngster of seventeen or eighteen who had just been
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'. ' ®*” cr  ̂ llP; and was to he despatched to his regiment’s depot.
W*serg0m de VIntendance was fixing up his papers. When lie handed 

them over, the youngster stared at him, stunned.
Bot this is an ordre de marche for Angers, ,̂ nd Angers is occupied 

by the Boches,’ he stammered.
' J e m’enfous,’ said the sergeant. ‘The orders • are to send all 

conscripts of your class to thp depot pf Angers, and so far the 
orders have not been changed.’

‘But what shall I do now? How shall I get to Angers if the Boches 
are at Angers?’

je  m enfous. What you do once you Have left this office is your 
affair. Debrouille-toi.’

The youngster crept out to start his hopeful military career.
1 hen my turn came. My marching orders and railway voucher 
were for the depot of the Legion at Lyons-Sathenay. The sergeant ‘ 
knew as well as I did that the Germans had taken Dijon that 
morning and would be in Lyons before me. But I did not say 
anything. He looked me up and down. ‘Good luck for your .five 
years, fie remarked sarcastically'. ‘Learn quickh to sing the 
‘ Deutschland, Deutschland uebor alles.” . Y’ou’ll' need it in the 
future French Army.’

Couldn’t you change my ordre de marche for Marseilles?" I veil- ■ 
tured. The central depot of the Legion is at Marseilles, anyhow 
__ Never mind about your order,’ he said'. ‘ All railway traffic'in 
Itance was stopped an hour ago. And to-night they'll arrive at 
Limoges. Bonne chanced

It was 4 p.m. when I came out from the recruiting office. I met
■ at t îe ^ afe de l’Orient and we had a drink to celebrate the birth 

0 ™ 5ert Dubert. The loudspeaker was just repeating Pe tain’s 
spcec i from a gramophone record. The coughing voice and the

r° enhdmt sounded even more embarrassing and ghostly. The 
p u p  e in the caje listened in a painful silence. Nobody knew

.aci \ y\ rat it all meant; they still could not believe that it was 
" j 1 • , v<> ere dazed and looked like an assembly of slcep-

s’ nn *nS aplni.ij <.. The radio said that the Germans were

i j i
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XUx^S^dyancing and that resistance would go on until the arnfeole-^ 
was signed. Nobody had any idea what this armistice would be -  
except that they wei e all convinced that the entire country would 
be occupied, and that the Germans would arrive in Limoges the 
same night. But they did not seem really to mind. They sat about 
on the cane chairs and plush sofas .of the cafe in a sort of apathetic 
stupor; the only noise was the sharp click-click of the ivory balls 
kissing on the billiard-tables in the next room. At last the patron 
said: ‘Enfn, il fallait en fivir.’ Several people nodded approvingly.
I paid for our Pernods and we hurried out with a feeling of 
escaping from a wax-figure cabinet.

We had no clear idea what to do next, except to get out of 
Limoges at once arid move southwards, following the stream of 
refugees. Every hundred miles further away from the German 
advance w'as so much gained. The next town southwards was 
Perigueux, so let us try to get to Perigueux; there I would report 
to the caserne and ask for instructions. As to G., she wanted to 
know first what would happen to me, and then try to get back to 
England, or perhaps live with her sister, who w'as married to a 
Frenchman in Algeria, if I was to be sent there.

We hurriedly packed some of our belongings into two suitcases 
and three smaller bags. Before leaving Paris, G. had saved some 
of the manuscripts and books which the police had not taken 
away; now these too had to be left behind. Among them were 
my notes from Le Vernet and my diary covering the last four 
years. 1 hardly minded -  throwing off the ballast of the past. The 
material constituents of ie nommi A. K . were rapidly melting away 
and legionnaire Albert Dubert began to take shape. In the cafe I 
had practised my new signature, and trained G. to call me ‘Albert’.
I had also begun to grow' a moustache -  a Vcrcingetorix-walrus 
moustache such as can be seen on the advertisements for Celtique 
cigarettes. In the midst of our despair, we felt strangely exhilar
ated. Tragedies in France have always a touch of vaudeville; and 
the place where they play them is called the Comedie Frangaise.
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I iic diary which I had left behind consisted of several bulging 
note-books, loose pages and newspaper cuttings; it began with the 
Spanish war and ended on the day before Paris fell.

When iny moustache began to grow I also began a new diarj, 
scribbled into an unobtrusive pocket-book. Thi: little red note
book, a black fountain pen and a blue and white carnet of Paris bus 
tickets were the only possessions which I managed to save from 
France.

1 he following pages are copied from that note-book; a few gaps, 
marked in the diary by cue words, were filled in later, and a few 
passages reeking of the sentimentality'de la inhere blotted out.

Monday, June iyth, ig .p  (capitulation day).
1 acked in a panicky hurry. Left two valises with books, docu

ments, G.’s clothes, etc., with Mme. R., telling her we would come 
nac - to fetch them ‘some time’ . Mme. R. in teal's, cheated us out of 
30 francs on the bill. Reminds me of the peasants who sold a glass 
ot water for 1 franc to exhausted refugees.
_ Dragged our two suitcases and three bags to the railway station, 
-ai way station closed. The sergeant was right. All railway 

frame suspended all over France. Hundreds of people camping 
around the station on their luggage. Scenery strangely reminiscent 
0 1 Paills“  cmil war. Same fatalistic apathy of'the crowd. Same 
~ d chiIdrcn crawling around between luggage heaps like

It was late and growing dark. Waiting- was no use, so decided 
p , la e mun>cipal tram to its southern terminus on the road to

rigucux and then try to hitch-hike. By then it was completely 
ar -, an none would stop. Met & man just arrived from Cha- 
tw-uroux, in said at 4 p.m. they had not yet reached Chateauroux 

wn,?M  ̂ 'T,‘ilcs nordl of Limoges); so felt reassured that they

roadside<fbr'dinnen ^  ^  “ to *  reSlaurant b>’ the

CC fe11 escaurant overlooking River Vienne, but crowded
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igces from the north. G. remarked about nuisance refugees.
: refugee yourself. In spite of our luggage round the table, 

she was not yet conscious of having become a tramp among tramps.
Shared table with a medical officer in uniform. Said it was all 

the fault of Blum and his friends; that it had started with Briand, 
and that Daladier and Gamelin were the puppets of Blum and the 
Jews: ‘Qa s’infiltrepartout, gapourrit tout.’ We exchanged drinks and 
he became formal and introduced himself: ‘Lieutenant Some
thing’ -  ‘Legionnaire Dubert.’ Funny pang. Did not dare look at 
G. We had more drinks, discussed probable armistice terms and 
he said: 'llfa lla it en finir.’

Second time to-day the same phrase. They explained wffiy they 
went to war with HI faut en finir’ and they explain why they capitu
late with HI fallait en finir’ . The tragedy of France in a nutshell.

Tuesday, June 18th.

Slept on tables in the restaurant with eight other people on eight 
other tables and crawling children everywhere. G. begins to 
realize what it is like to be a refugee tramp, but in the morning 
looks fresh and tidy; just another feat of British hypocrisy.

Listened during breakfast to repetition of new Foreign Minister 
Baudouin’s broadcast of yesterday night: ‘It is because we are sure 
of the French people’s spirit of independence . . . that we have 
asked on what conditions the carnage of our sons might be stopped.’ 
Strange how' melodious a self-contradictory sentence can be made 
to sound in French. ‘Because wre love independence, we accept 
Nazi domination.’ No information how far Germans advanced.

After breakfast dragged out the luggage, dumped it on the road 
and tried to stop a car. The other people in the restaurant said 
they would stay there and wrait until armistice was signed, and 
then go back north to their homes. Did not mind whether Ger
mans caught them up. Were not afraid of Germans, only of 
bombs. Rather relieved that war was over; showed it openly: 
fallait en finir. Thought Germans would take back Alsace, did not 
care. Alsatians w'ere bodies, anyhow. Mussolini might get Djibuti, 
perhaps Tunisia. When I suggested he might ask for Nice and
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, they laughed: ‘Jamais de la vie. We’ll kick him in the pants.’
Utterly unconscious of what has happened. Sparrows chattering 
on telegraph wires while wire flashes telegram that all sparrows 
must die.

After an hour’s waiting, got a lift to Thi-vfers, more than half
way to Perigueux. Relugee stream on the road has thinned out, 
mainly through lack of petrol. All the way saw families camping 
by the roadside with cars parked off the road, on the spot where 
last drop of petrol gave out. It is a sort of general stay put. All 
wait lor armistice to be signed and ‘everything to become normal 
again’. 1 hey really believe life will be as it was before. Mean
while, they eat and drink in the sunny meadows and play belotte 
The apocalypse as a family picnic.

In I hivierswere told that a bus would probably leave at i p.m. 
for Perigueux. Dragged luggage into a dark little auberge and 
listeni Ci to 1 1.30 news. Some Minister, I believe Pomaret, made a 
speech asking the people to stop tramping along the roads, stay 
where they ate, keep quiet, trust their leaders and not ask silly 
questions, theies a good boy. Hitler and Mussolini meet in 
Munich to discuss terms of armistice. Try to imagine what the 
streets in Munich must look like compared with streets in Thiviers. 
Flags, people mad with joy, brass bands, songs. God! why can 
one never be on the winning side? Since I can remember it has 
always been explanations why the others had defeated us. It has 
started to rain. Through the auberge window we see a priest 
standing in the middle of the main street of Thiviers, his wet 
soutane lifted to his knees, trying to-stop a car. More news bulletins.

ighting goes on. but they don t sav where. The Russians are 
massing troops on the Lithuanian frontier. Night over the jungle 
-me] the jackals howl; but who has ever seen a jackal posing as the

- ^ 5  Pucst enters the auberge, discouraged; no car has stopped 
,°r ,^m> 1,ut tlley have splashed his soutane with mud. ‘ Qjte Dieu 
T  b*mt’ faut se debrouiller,’ he says and orders a pint of red wine. 
c,S/ r g Pncst> a French priest, has learnt to be a dibroudlard. 
ut (,j 1 ' means ‘to wangle it’, to obtain a desired end or to get

' ‘ a ‘CSS by clever and slightly dubious means, by dodging

/w t f *  ‘ G° 5 f X
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authority and outwitting the bureaucracy and relying exclusively 
on one’s own resources; it is a strictly individualistic and definitely 
anti-social conception of efficiency.)

Eventually, the bus came and took us to Perigueux. I left G. 
and the luggage in a waiting-room at the bus terminus and went 
to the Caserne Busseaux. In the orderly-room showed my papers. 
‘And what the hell do you want?’ ‘Instructions.’ The sergean 
orderly stared at me, then he called: ‘Hi! Come here, all of you ’ 
About fifteen ragged, unshaven poilus, all standing around me. 
‘Now look at him: This is legionnaire Dubert from Berne in Switzer
land, who signed up on the day of the armistice, bound for Lyon ; 
and comes to Perigueux to ask for instructions.’ Nobody laughed; 
they shrugged and went back to their benches, dragging their feet. 
One said: ‘Mon vieux, a fortnight ago I was bound for Brussels and 
here I sit.’ The sergeant rang up the officer on duty: ‘Mon capitaine, 
here is a lunatic legionary asking for instructions.’ c. . . Non, fo 
Lyons.’ ‘ . . . Says he could not get a train.’ ‘ . . . Told him twice 
to go to hell, but he insists.’ ‘ . . . A vos ordres, mon capitaine.’ Hr 
put the receiver down: ‘The captain says we can take you e 
subsistance. Wait with the others.’

Sat down with the others, found out they were all isoles -  soldiei • 
who had lost their regiments in the retreat and, following the 
stream of refugees, had landed in Perigueux. They were all to be 
taken en subsistance -  that is, housed and fed at the caserne unti 
further instructions. The sergeant explained' that the lieutenam 
had decided to treat me also as an isolL Eventually we all got 
vouchers and went to find the corporal on duty, who was to fin- 
accommodation for us, which he did for the others, but refused fe
me, as I was .till in civilian clothes. So back to the sergeant, who, 
after some cursing and seeing no other solution, gave me a vouche 
to the regimental stores. So to the regimental stores, where the 
caporal storekeeper was asleep and apparently drunk; woke him 
he took the voucher, asked for a cigarette, said there were no new 
uniforms, only used ones, pointed to a sort of rubbish heap of olt' 
shoes, trousers, puttees, belts, and field-flasks, all pell-mell; said 
could take what I needed and went to sleep again. I dug out 
various things which I hoped would make me look approximately
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All the tunics bore the insignia of the 15th Algyinfrl. J  

• Rifles, as this was their depot; so I took one of them; and the only 
headgear available were red tarbushes with a sickle moon and the 
number 15 on them, so I put one on my head. Then went to find 
the corporal orderly who looked a little doubtful, but could not 
be bothered, so he found me a bed.

Thus, everything being satisfactorily settled, I wanted to join G. 
in the waiting-room, but learnt we were only allowed to leave the 
barracks from 5.30 to 9 p.m. So walked round courtyard and 
climbed over a fence and walked back to bus terminus. Hoped to 
impress G. by my uniform, but effect disappointing; said I looked 
hke Chaplin dressed up as a Turk. Left baggage in waiting-room 
and walked to refugee reception-centre to find somewhere for G. 
to sleep. Met an officer, saluted for first time in my life. Met 
another one, saluted again, met a sergeant, saluted too. All looked 
startled; thought perhaps because I so ragged and G. so smart, or 
that something was wrong with my saluting, so watched how other 
pailus did it. Discovered they did not salute at all, just looked the 
other way when passing an officer, or even stared at them pro
vocatively and the officer looked the other way. Enjoyed walking 
m my shabby uniform, felt sort of invisible, for first time since 
Vernet really sale from police and persecution. Refugee-centre 
besieged by crowd but said there is some British ambulance in 
Perigueux, they might help G., but they did not know where the 
ambulance is, so said we should inquire at Red Cross, but they did 
not know where Red Gross is, so should ask a policeman. Asked 
several policemen, nobody knew where Red Cross was, but one 
knew a girl at an optician’s who worked at the Red Cross. So 
walked into optician’s shop, found tall, dark girl, eyes red with 
crying; when she heard that G, was British, said she would take 
her along to her aunt’s place; there was a little attic where she 
coukj sleep. So fetched luggage, dragged it along to aunt’s house.

unt s name is Mine. Brassard, nice, motherly old woman, was 
cooking dinner in a big, clean kitchen, shining brass pans and pots 
tanging all tound the walls like a museum of gastronomic art: 

wten site heard G. was British, embraced her in tears: ‘Quel 
sasl,e' ma petite, quel dt'sastre.’ So arranged to meet G. to-morrow

A P O C A L Y P S E
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V X ^ H n d  walked back to caserne, very satisfied-and again ftflyl f  .1 
La France.

Wednesday, June igih

First night at Caserne Busseaux. When arrived yesterday at 
9 p.m., found my bed gone; some isole had taken it, palliasse and 
all, to another room. But three beds out of the total of fifteen in 
my own dormitory were empty; room ordeily told me I can take 
one, the owners had not turned up for the last two days. Had 
brought a litre red wine in my field-flask -  field-flask was best 
thing I had dug out from rubbish in regimental stores; shared it 
with orderly, the others were already snoring. Orderly’s name 
Cyrano (like chef de groupe in Vernet); his father was a Communist 
dipuli, now in jail; he himself believes in ‘revolution through love’.
He has a glass eye and is a recupere -  auxiliary service. Took his 
glass eye out and gesticulated with it, explaining love and self- 
sacrifice are the real revolutionary forces, class hatred to be 
abolished, economics only of secondary importance, etc. Poor 
fellow, does not know yet that to-morrow he will go Fascist -  it is 
the fate of all well-meaning dilettantes; their nebulous grey matter 
is irresistibly sucked up by the void of that efficient vacuum 
cleaner. The empty red eye hole and the glass eye scaring at me 
from his gesticulating fist made a perfect allegory.

This morning coffee was brought to the room at six, then every
body went to sleep again. Asked whether there was no roll-call; 
learnt no more roll-calls for the last few' days, too many men 
missing. Every evening a few do not return from the town. 
Whoever has his family or a girl somewhere near beats it. ‘Nous 
sommes en pleine pagaille,’ somebody remarked contentedly. 
(Pagaille is, after se debrouiller, the most used word in the French 
Army; it covers anything from slight disorder, mess, muddle to 
complete chaos.) All snored until about eight; then we loitered 
about in the courtyards. Two ragged African Zouaves were 
asleep on the pavement of the courtyard, apparently just arrived 
from the front; a captain passed and kicked one in the ribs. He 
jerked up and stared with dizzy eyes at (he captain. Captain began
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nobody remitted to sleep in the courtyard; they sllduio^ 
wWaiTTmtil gi\’en beds. Zouave answered back in bad French: 

Me waiting for hours, no bed. We marching five days to find 
regiment. Officers gone, regiment gone, we tired, -want sleep.’ 
Captain approached the second Zouave with apparent intent to 
kick him too. YV hereupon the first Zouave went mad, ‘You don’t 
touch my comrade. You salaud. You salaud. All officers salauds.' 
He could be heard all over the vast courtyard. We all gathered 
round in a semicircle, watching the scene. The captain went pale. 
Give me your cartridge belt -  un, deux, quick.’ (The Zouaves had 

no rifles.) ‘ I don’t give you cartridge belt. Salaud.’ He was 
obviously quite mad. There was a deadlock; the captain turned 
on his heel and walked away through the middle of the crowd. 
Lhe Zouave stared after him, calmed down, grinned, sat down 
tnid began to undo his shoe. An old lieutenant of the 15th 
Algerians hurried up and called to him: ‘ Viens, mon vieux. Don’t 
start a fuss here. I ’ll give you a bed.’ The Zouave grinned: ‘The 
captain is a salaud.’ ‘All right, all right. For God’s sake shut up 
and come along.’ ‘My comrade too.’ . ‘Yes, your comrade too. 

•̂ome, help me wake him up.’ They shook him and Zouave No. 1 
Put on his shoes again very slowly, and the old lieutenant waited 
until he had finished, then all three went into the building and the 
ciowd dispersed. Asked somebody whether thought Zouaves will 
,c Punished. ‘Penses-tu! The officers don’t want any fuss. Thev’ve 

Rot the wind up.’
Took a sun bath in the courtyard, then went to canteen to listen 

to wireless news. Germans reply to Petain’s appeal, asking for the 
nomination of French plenipotentiaries to meet them ‘at a place 
und time to be notified later’ . Still nothing about armistice terms; 
and stili fighting goes on and the Germans advance. Total occupa- 
tion or no total occupation? Nobody at the caserne seems to care.

ley don t even listen to the wireless. Only comments: ‘ Qji’ils en 
Jmissent, el vite. On en a inane a never.'

At five railed on G. She has spent the day exploring various old 
c inches in Perigueux. Cathedral-looking. Day of the general 
nio ailization she had been cathedral-looking at Avignon. We 
strolled through the town. Lovely old town. Found a little
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tavern with tables in the open in a little square sm&l*§-^ 
■ ees. Drank dry white Traminei wine and agreed to stay 

in Perigueu:. untilthey send me to the Legion with some transport. 
Immense relief not to have to plan any more, and to let others 
decide for me. This is the deluge and wc are drifting peacefully 
on the black waters, Heaven knows where to.

Thursday, June 20th

This morning three more missing from our room. Among them 
the corporal who slept next to me. His company had been cut off 
somewhere near Elbeuf on the Seine and captured by a German 
motorized column. The Germans had collected their rifles, 
passed over them with a tank and told them to beat it -  ‘We don’t 
need any more prisoners.’ Had even given them tins and chocolate. 
Corporal got hold of a bike somewhere and pedalled southwards, 
deciding war was over for him. Was very impressed by the 
Germans: ‘Ils ne sont pas mediants, les bodies, tout de mimed Spent 
one night in our caserne-, told me yesterday morning: ‘They’ll drag 
on the demobilization for another six months. I ’m going, to 
demobilize myself. At five I ’ll beat it.’ And so he did.

Listened to 8 a.m. news. French plenipotentiaries are leaving 
Bordeaux to-day for ‘ the place designed for the armistice negotia
tions’ . Now the German advance will probably stop. Later 
another speech by Petain. That thin voice and that cough. 
Sounded like a skeleton with a chill. Couldn’t understand what 
he said, except the end:‘Stand by me. The fight still goes on. It is 
for France.’ Impossible to know whether he meant it figuratively 
or that the fighting is really continuing. Disastrous old gaga. 
‘Stand by me’ - wish he had talked to that caporal yesterday.

Later about twenty of us were taken on a corvee to another 
caserne, to sort out boots at the stores. Thousands of pairs of brand- 
new boots. A type with his boots in holes asked for a pair. Lieu
tenant in command said he was not authorized; type should make 
an application. Type - an old ricupere -  said quietly: ‘You are 
right, mon lieutenant. I understand that all these boots must be kept 
intact for the Bochcs when they come in.’ Lieutenant went red,
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vKl nqt answer. When we left, about fifteen pairs of new 
sAtdllLus. At 5 p.m. again called on G., and had dinner with aunt 

and niece in that nice kitchen. They are very' patriotic, but very 
Roman Catholic. ‘That unfortunate Israelite Blum has ruined 
Prance.’ Sad -  liked them so much. That kitchen with the 
shining brass pans was real France. Auntie and niece too will go 
fascist without noticing it. Behind each petty bourgeois idyll 
that lurking horrid grimace.

Friday, June 2ist

Morning was peeling potatoes in courtyard when lieutenant 
called me. It was the old colonial who had talked so gently to the 
Zouaves. ‘Are you the Swiss who enlisted on the day of the 
armistice?’ ‘Oui, mon lieutenant.’ ‘What is your profession?’ ‘Taxi 
driver.’ He gave a quick glance at my hands. ‘Listen, I don’t mind 
if you hang about here with us until the end of your days, but if by 
any chance you do not desire to meet the Boches you had better 
Peat it. This is strictly private advice.’ I must have looked rather 

• flabbergasted, standing there with that potato knife in my hand, 
for he went on: ‘They’re coming down along the coast; reports say 
theyve reached La Roche-sur-Yon.’ Asked him where he advised 
ine to go. He shiugged. ‘I in your place would try to get to 
Bordeaux and debrouille myself to get on a boat. They say there 
are still boats leaving; for Africa -  and perhaps in another direc
tion too. . . .’ ‘Could you possibly give me an ordre de marche for 
Bordeaux, mon lieutenant?’ ‘I can’t, and as for the captain -  enfin, 
bonne chance, el dibrouille-toi

Hurried to room, packed my civilian clothes in a bundle, 
exchanged the red fez for a less conspicuous Basque beret (the blue 
beret was a tolerated headgear for French soldiers). On way out 
P 1 sed lieutenant’:, office, he called me n. ‘Take this paper.’ It 
tvas an old carnet militaire of a certain Jean Rouzier, age thirty, 
.'>°hlat de deuxibne classe, born in Perigueux, Dordogne. ‘ I f  you 
happen to be captured by the Boches, they won’t do you any harm 
A y °1' are_ a Frenchman. For a Sw iss volunteer with that conspicu
ous recruiting date on your paper, it may be different. Give me
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\ \ Jw G \ y o r d  not to use it except in an emergency, and to teattiM pJ 
\Yp%du are safe.’ I promised. Felt moved to my guts. Had never 

before exchanged a word with that lieutenant. ‘Now clear out of 
here. ■ Maybe we will meet again -  in another direction.’

Climbed over the fence, hurried to fetch G. Officially I was a 
deserter for leaving depot without permission, but did not care. 
Decided with G. to leave the big suitcases behind and only take 
the three smaller bags, with G.’s most necessary things and my 
civilian suit. More ballast overboard; more past left behind; litter 
strewn on the road of flight. Let the dead bury their dead.

Tramps on the road again. Panicky feeling back again. 
Wandered out of town to a bridge on road to Bordeaux, then 
found a convoy of lorries ready to start, tried to get a lift, but 
soldiers refused, said convoy was on ‘mission spiciale’ ; tried to argue 
with them, argument became quarrel, soldiers noticed my accent, 
asked for my papers, G. deadly frightened, I demanded to see an 
officer, showed my Dubert papers (Rouzier would not cover 
foreign accent), soldiers satisfied, said, grinning, ‘Thought you 
were parachutist.’ Mutual handshakes and shoulder taps, but no 
lift.

After some waiting, found a civil car, took us six miles, then 
walked, then stopped a military lorry with a few soldiers saying 
they were going to Bordeaux, climbed on happily, but when just 
starting a car drew up behind us hooting like hell, out jumped a fat 
adjutant, ordered G. and me to get off the lorry, because G. a 
civilian and I an isole and all isoUs have to report to next barrack 
or gendarme post according to new orders. So they drove off 
escorted by the fat adjutant and we remained sitting on the 
luggage by the side of the road, in pouring rain, eating hard- 
boiled eggs. Stream of vehicles on the road now fairly continuous 
again, but mainly lorries with sleeping, unshaven poilus which 
would not stop, or smart cars with officers looking haughty and 
unconcerned. At last a puny, ramshackle Fiat stopped, crammed 
with boxes, bundles and children, driven by a buxom Parisian 
work-woman who told us to get on the running-boards. While 
driving she chatted, aid since Paris she had taken lots of people
on the running-board, while the snobbish bourgeois cars never 
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,0 give people lifts even if half emptv -  Poll a le malheur de 
^uetPrance’.

° 'Ve did a few miles, then were stopped by gendarmes who told 
us nobody was allowed to proceed to Bordeaux, except military 
cars with a special mission order. Sounded pretty odd, as if Petain 
reared a revolt. ‘Stand by me,’ he had said -  but don’t come near 
me. So we turned to the left and decided to approach Bordeaux by 
listed secondary roads which were perhaps not guarded by 

gendarmes. Went on for about thirty miles, passed Mussidan, all 
he time standing on running-boards, our lower halves drenched 

wnh ram, keeping upper half dry by leaning into the car in a 
cramped position. Arrived at Bergerac about five, there the woman 
said she could not go further, children completely exhausted; she’d 
stay here for a couple of days.

Looked up map, saw only road to Bordeaux passes over bridge 
at Libourne, which would certainly be guarded by gendarmes, 
hence pretty hopeless to try getting there without special ordre de 
mission; so went to military headquarters of Bergerac to try to 
obtain one. There the usual pagaille; crowd of smart civilians 
queueing up to get petrol for their cars -  and actually getting it in 
spite of stay-put order. Pushed my way through, was sent from 
yue bureau to another, started a row, obtained interview with 

ommandant de la Place -  old, grey-haired colonel, looking gentle 
and helpless. Several other officers chatting in the room. Showed 
my Papers and explained my case. 'Mais, man petit, your situation 
1S completely irregular. Why don’t you go to Lyons?’ ‘But Lyons 
was occupied by the Germans yesterday.’ ‘Then why didn’t you 
stay where you were?’ ‘Because as a foreign volunteer I am afraid 
pi being shot by the Germans.’ ‘But your situation is completely 
“ regular. \ou  can’t come to Bergerac with marching orders for 

Jon , In these critical hours every soldier has to do his duty and 
f f i l y  obey his superior’s commands’ (textually). The other 

°  cers were listening, some smiling discreetly.
. But, mon colonel, that’s what I am trying to do. My duty is to 
join my unit; Lyons being in the enemy’s hands, I am trying to do 
it vra Bordeaux or Marseilles.’ ‘Who told you to do that?’ ‘The 
othcei m charge of my last depot.’ ‘What did he say?’ *En somme
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K .' he said: The Germans are coming, debrouille-toi.’ The oIdkiaIsLJ 
^^eCSifie angry, went red all over his face. T do not admit — I do 

not admit an officer who tells a soldier to debrouiller himself. You 
are going to stay here. I ’ll take you en subsistence as an isoW A 
young lieutenant intervened: 'Mon colonel, may I respectfully 
remark that once the armistice is .signed the enemy will take con
trol of all ports and this man, being a legionary, will lose the 
opportunity of joining his unit.’ lJe  n’adniets pas. The armistice is 
not signed. How do you know it will be signed at all? Orderly, 
take this man en subsistence. Disposez.’

So am writing this on a palliasse in the barracks at Bergerac. 
Meantime armistice probably signed and trap closed. Je  m'enfous. 
Only sleep and stop the mill in my head. G. found a room in an 
old peasant’s cottage. Wished she had gone back to England and 
left, me alone. Wish could escape urge of self-preservation, wish 
darkness and childhood would come back -  dark curtains on all 
windows, snow outside and somebody would sing a lullaby.

Tuesday, June 26th. Bayonne

Am in Bayonne. G. gone, perhaps dead. Armistice signed. All 
German refugees to be extradited. Nervous breakdown. Vera’s 
stuff no good, only sick. Germans expected hourly.

8

From Friday, June 21st, at Bergerac, to Tuesday, June 25th, 
at Bayonne, there is a gap in my diary. During those five days the 
tragedy of France reached its final stage and personally I had got 
into a mood where I f  it that there was nothing left to live for, beyond 
mere existence. They were the days when my colleagues and 
friends, to \ hose memory this book is dedicated, ended their lives 
in a paroxysm of despair. I did not know it then; but it was in 
the air.

We thought that this time the defeat was final; we had been
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\  , beaten out of one European country after another; this w a r tB r  
'£fap-(tc grdee, journey’s end. We did not know that England would 
carry on the fight alone; nothing in her conduct during the last 
pre-war decade, nor in the first nine months of actual war, led one 
to suppose it; and we did not know that, even should she carry on, 
we would be wanted to help, as was our duty, and be given the 
shelter, which was our due. Had we known it, had we been given 
to understand it in time, the men and women who arc dead to-day 
would still live. Oh, we know it would not make much difference 
to the final issue; we know that others have died without much 
fuss being made about it; but we also know that it docs make a 
difference how and why a man dies: whether killed by his enemies 
or driven to kill himself by his friends. Guilt can be forgiven, but 
it should not be hushed up.

In those days, I did not see much sense in carrying on either; 
but there was G., and there was curiosity stronger than despair, 
and there was perhaps cowardice and perhaps a rest of irrational 
hope, and at bottom there was the hairy ape, for whom all of 
these different terms meant one and the same thing. But above all 
there was a French N.C.O., whom G. and I met at Bergerac, and 
' v’ho told us that the British had ships at Bordeaux and embarked 
anybody who wanted to join their Army, without asking for visas 
or anything. It sounded too good and we did not really believe 
d, but it was a sufficient impulse to carry on; we found out that, 
although no private car was allowed to enter the town where the 
Government had established its seat, the regular autobus line 
Bergerac-Bordeaux still functioned -  one of the incoherences of 
those days oi chaos; so on Sunday, June 23rd, I deserted a second 
hme, by leaving the barracks at Bergerac without permission at 
fi\e in the morning, and G. and I took the omnibus which left at 
6 a.m. for Bordeaux.

I was the only soldier in the bus, and people told us that at the 
-ntry of the town the gendarmes stopped all soldiers and escorted 
• uem to a special camp for isole's, whereas civilians were allowed 
to pass; so I put on G.’s mackintosh, which hid my uniform. The 
bus was actually stopped at the bridge in Libourne, but the 
g>-n armes merely looked through the windows and let the car
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V >pass without further formalities. We arrived at Bordeaux
noon -  and learnt that the last ship had left forty-eight hours 
ago.

We also learnt that the armistice had been signed the previous 
day, but still the terms were kept an absolute secret, although 
almost a week had passed since they had been communicated to 
the French Government. The only statement by the wireless 
station of Bordeaux P.T.T. was: ‘ It cannot be hidden that the 
conditions are hard.1 In the same news bulletin the communique 
of the French high command spoke of ‘enemy pressure along the 
Atlantic coast -  St. Malo, Lorient, Poitiers occupied -  Italians 
start offensive in the Alps’, while the communique about the 
armistice negotiations said: ‘Marshal Petain’s Government took its 
decision in full freedom, without threat or immediate pressure 
from the enemy. . . .’

Obviously the Government did not dare to disclose the armistice 
terms until the German troops were sufficiently close to Bordeaux 
to protect them against a revolution which they believed to be 
imminent. The sandbags and heavy machir.e-guns in front of the 
officii  buildings, the repeated, almost imploring warnings of Radio 
Bordeaux to the French people ‘ to refrain from disorder and 
violence and to disbelieve all rumours about the armistice terms 
spread by trouble-makers and provocateurs' (whereas the simplest 
i - Tods against rumours would have been to disclose the terms); 
t! ;; string of gendarmes round Bordeaux and the atmosphere in 
the streets on that fatal Sunday -  all proved that the aged marshal 
was scared to death by revolution, which in fact was more remote 
from France than ever.1

By listening to the French radio and talking to people in the 
streets on those decisive days, one was struck by an uncanny feeling 
of ' Vi vu. The burning of the Reichstag and Hitler’s coup d'etat, ‘to 
forestall the imminent Communist revolution’ ; the same pretext 
used by General Metaxas to establish dictatorship in Greece; the

1  C p .:  ‘ A  B ritish  g e n e ra l, w h o  is a lso  a  C o n se rv a tiv e  M .P .,  re tu rn e d  fro m  
B o rd e a u x  c o m p la in in g  t! a t  h e  fou n d  YV eygand fa r  m o re  co n cern ed  a b o u t the 
d a n c e r  o f  re vo lu tio n  in  F ra n c e  th an  a b o u t th e con seq u en ces o f  c a p itu la tio n  to  
th e N a z is ’ {W hy France l'd i -  The Lessors fo r  Us, U .D .G .,  L o n d o n , 19 4 0 ).
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:text for the mutiny of the generals in Spain; the role m 
rnunist parties in Europe, with all their revolutionary brag 

and bluster, had apparently been to serve as involuntary midwives 
for Fascist coups d’etat.

It needed, of course, the imbecility of old Petain, aged eighty- 
four, and the political fanaticism of old Weygand, aged seventy- 
three, to swallow the medicine administered to them by their 
nurses -  Laval and his clique. But they did swallow it; Weygand 
believed as early as June 12th, when the Government was still at 
Tours, that Maurice Thorez, the Communist leader, had estab
lished a new reign of the Commune in Paris. That story had 
m all probability been launched by German propaganda; a 
simple telephone call by Mandel to Langeron, the Prefet of Paris, 
proved its absurdity ; but by that time, Petain and Weygand were 
already convinced that ‘whereas victory would mean revolution, 
defeat would save France, for it would, at the cost of a certain loss 
of territory and prestige, preserve the social order’ .5 
r ,  ̂hoy believed it, those poor, senile, arteriosclerotic old generals. 
They also believed that every trade unionist was a Bolshy, that 
Socialism meant murder and rape, and that Plitler was a gentle
man. they had swallowed it all, spoonful by spoonful, while the 
gangsters tucked their napkins into their collars and their bloodless 
hps blabbered honneur and gloire and Nous, Philippe Petain, in 
majestic plural, to the microphone.

Both in 1792 and in 1870 the French ruling caste had betrayed 
me nation and preferred the Prussians to revolution. In 1940 
there was no danger of a revolution; the proletariat were tired and 
apathetic. But there was no vigorous opponent either; the bour
geoisie had found its symbolic expression in a living mummy. It 
'vas ^n unreal drama of shadows: the ghost of the French ruling

ass committing suicide, scared by the spectre of revolution.

The last boat had left Bordeaux forty-eight hours ago. The 
■ei mans were said to be near the mouth of the Gironde and the 
»at join cut off. The British Consul, too, had left for Bayonne. 

Wtry Fram e F e ll -  1  /lt Lcssons'for U s, U.D.C., London, 1940.
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onne is i io miles to the south and there were no coiiVmemi*

I suddenly became scared for G. The radio had struck an 
aggressive note against Britain. ‘The attitude taken by Mr. 
Churchill is inexcusable. . . .’ Trenc hmen cannot listen without 
nrotest to a lesson from a foreign minister.’ The last quotation 
came from another speech by Petain (the old man seemed to revel 
in talking to the microphone), and it sounded rather grotesque on 
the day after the capitulation, but at that moment we' did not 
appreciate the humour of it. This brisk, shameless changing of the '* 
French attitude towards its ally of yesterday gave the situation a 
new menacing note. It was worse than one’s w’orst expectations. 
It looked as if France were already gleichgeschaltet before we even 
knew the armistice terms. ,

So far we had been sad, oppressed, scared; now for the first 
time we got into a real panic -  or I at least. I reproached myself 
for not having insisted on G .’s going home when it was still time, 
and felt responsibile for whatever might happen to her. We 
trudged frantically about the harbour and the streets for hours on 
end, hunting for a boat, a taxi, any means of transport, but it was 
no good. Then suddenly at the American Consulate we ran into 
Edgar Mowrer from the Chicago Daily News. He was as grey in 
the face as we were, and about equally desirous of meeting the 
Gestapo. He said the Germans might occupy the town to-night, 
and that he had just bought the car which the British Consul in 
Bordeaux had left behind; he was to leave at 9 p.m. via Bayonne- 
Biarritz-St. Jean dc Luz for Spain and was willing to give us a lift 
to Biarritz.

It was then 6 p.m. and we spent the remaining hours in a cafe, 
listening to the acoustic dirt which poured from the loudspeaker, 
and arguing under a nervous strain. I tried to convince G. that 
she should go with Mowrer, who would take care of her, and 
leave me in Bordeaux; I knew that I could not go to Spain, whereas 
she might get through, and I thought that if there were still boats 
from Bayonne to England they would take her, but not me, and 
if  I  were there she would refuse to leave and thus spoil her last 
chance; so I preferred that we should separate at once. It was a
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\ morbid argument. G. cried, and I went to the Iav:Amrm J
a sort of nervous breakdown, the first in my life; and in 

between^the loudspeaker went on belching and vomiting, as if the 
whole ether were being sick in spasms. Finally G. won and we 
both left in Mowrer’s car at nine. He said that, according to his 
information, German tank columns had crossed the bridge over 
the Garonne south of Bordeaux, and there was a fair chance of 
running into them on the road.

But we drove unmolested through the night over the practically 
eserted road, only stopped now and then by a patrol of •gen- 
ainies. Each time they asked for our papers, I half feared that 

1 ey would arrest me as an isole, and I half hoped for it for G.’s 
sa e; and, finally, this was in fact what happened. It happened 
m Biarritz, where we arrived aboui midnight and intended to 
s cep. We turned about the dark streets looking for the house o ! 
some friends of Mowrer’s. He stopped the car and searched for the 
louse numbers with his flash-light; and then a patrol turned up, 

\ l ° Ut k,a "̂ a dozen men with rifles. They were satisfied with 
i owrer s and G .’s papers, but not with mine, and told me to come 
with them to the police. Maybe with some eloquence I could 
lave talked them out of it, as I had done with the previous patrols, 
ut I did not really try. I had to get out of G.’s way, anyhow, and 

bus was as good an opportunity as another to cut things short; I 
a so bought that it was a Heaven-sent chance that Mowrer was
* ere and that he would look after her until she got safely out of 
t ie country. So I climbed out of the car and told the patrol that

was ready to go with them. I heard as if in a bad dream Mowrer 
ca to me not to lie a damned fool and to get back into the car;

saw through a sort of mist G .’s white face leaning out of the car 
unc we kissed good night. Then I moved along fhe street between
• e “ hes; I did not turn back, but I knew that she was staring after 

us, as she had stared when the police had taken me from the flat 
m ans for the first time and then the second time; but this tim< 
we knew that it was final.
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The next four or five days seem rather unreal and dreamlike in 
my memory. There was a constant dull aching, drowned by 
continuous large doses of alcohol, which contributed to my general 
feeling of unreality and dizziness. I did not.get really drunk, but 
lived for about a week in a blurred world, in a sort of thick mental 
fog which blunted the sharpness of all outer and inner happenings. 
Now and then an event, like the entry of the German troops into 
Bayonne, tore the veil of mist with the hard, glaring flash of 
reality, but after a couple of Pernods the mist closed again and I 
drifted on through the mercifully unreal scenery.

I remember having spent the night in which the patrol arrested 
me on the floor of a dirty cell in the gendarmerie of Biarritz in the 
company of a drunken deserter from the French Air Force, who 
alternatively sang and made homosexual propositions. In the 
morning a police officer escorted m.e by tram to the infantry 
barracks of the Chateau Neuf at Bayonne. At the barracks they 
told me that a boat was to leave the same day for an unknown 
destination. I remember going round all day in small circles with 
a bunch of other soldiers to find out about that boat. We went to 
the Bureau de la Place, which sent us to the Commission des Transports, 
which directed us to the Commission du Port, which again sent us 
back to the Bureau de la Place. The others were foreigners like 
myself, mostly Czechs or Poles engaged as volunteers for the 
duration, scared to death like myself by the prospect of falling into 
the Gestapo’s hands. I remember us queueing up at the garden 
gateway of the Commission du Port, which was to give the permits 
for our embarkation. There were two gates in the railings and two 
queues before the gates, one for us and one for civilians; and the 
civilians passed one by one, but our gate remained closed, guarded 
by three sentries with fixed bayonets. We shouted for an officer 
to come and order the sentries to let us in, but no officer appeared. 
We tried to force the gate and the sentries charged us with their 
bayonets. At the row a window in ,he second floor of the building 
opened and a woman, probably a secretary, looked out. We
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to her to call an officer and she shrugged her shoukrere—̂ 
^^adJ^smiled; and then she shut the window again. Everything 

was bathed in the blazing sunlight: the soldiers, mostly from the 
front, shouiing and struggling in front of the closed gate, the 
sentries with their fixed bayonets, and the smiling woman at the 
window.

I remember that we stood there for several hours and then ran 
back to the Bureau de la Place and back to the Commission du Pori 
again; but no officer turned up and we shouted and shook the gate 
in vain. The civilian queue had vanished and an old gardener 
was weeding the flower beds in front of the building, and the sun 
shone and the bayonets of the sentries flashed. They told us that 
there were no boats, anyhow, and that all the officers had left the 
building, for there were contradictory orders from Bordeaux and 
they feared the responsibility of embarking us 'We tried to find 
that mysterious ship on the quays, or any other vessel, but there 
were none, and then I gave it up, and strolled back to the Chateau 
bleuf. I limped slowly along the quays, lor the old military boots 
from Perigueux had rubbed my feet raw; and I remember a little 
Polish Jew in uniform hanging on to me and telling me how he had 
tried to embark on a boat to England a day or two before; there 
bad been a great crowd and pushing, and a Polish officer on the 
gangway who controlled the Polish soldiers’ papers had sent all 
the Jews back, saying there were already enough of them; and 
various Jewish soldiers had wept and implored to take them, and 
one had gone down on his knees and kissed the officer’s boots; but 
be did not know what happened after that, for he could stand it no 
longer and ran away. I remember that the Pole and I went to 
various bistros and got drunk, and then I lost him somehow and 
limped back to the Chateau Neuf, where they took me en subsistaneg 
and gave me a bed; and then I went to sleep for twelve or fifteen 
•tours and did not care any more.

1 he next two days are completely blurred; there were no roll 
calls in the barracks and I remained most of the time lying on m y 
palliasse and did not even go to the canteen to listen to the radio, 
lut there were twenty other soldiers in my room and they brought 

m all the rumours and news; I learned that the Italian armistice
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V ^ 'lS ^ e p n  signed and fighting-had ceased, and that there \ ^ J L j  
national mourning day, and that Petairi had made another speech 
and said that all the disasters of France were due to the ‘people’s 
love of pleasure’ . I also learned that the armistice terms were still 
not published, but that the entire Atlantic coast was to be occupied, 
and that the Germans were expected hourly in Bayonne, if not 
already here; and that somebody had listened to a foreign broad
cast which had said that the armistice stipulated the extradition of 
all refugees to Germany. And I also learned that a last ship had 
sailed from St. Jean de Luz for England on Monday or Tuesday, 
that it had been torpedoed and all the people had been drowned; 
and, as Mowrer had been bound for St. Jean de Luz, I concluded 
that G. must have been on that boat.1

There was a continuous coming and going in that room, but 
I hardly moved from my palliasse and was most of the time asleep 
or sick; I did not talk to anybody, but on the first or second evening 
a soldier sat down on my palliasse and began to talk to me. His 
face somehow reminded me of Mario s, although it was clean
shaven and round He asked whether he could do anything for 
me, as I was apparently ill; and when I said no, he said that this 
was very regrettable, as for the last few weeks he had looked in 
vain for somebody whom he could help, being a Father of the Order 
of the Dominicans, mobilized as an Arrtiy chaplain; but this was 
apparently a time in which nobody could help anybody. He also 
told me that he was in charge of a convent at St. Zacharie, near 
Marseilles, a Dominican foundation for ex-prostitutes and ex
convict women. He was only thirty and reminded me very much 
of Mario; he had the same peculiar way of smiling; perhaps years 
of living with a bunch of women in a lonely spot produced similar 
re .ults in a young priest as years ol solitary confinement in a young 
revolutionary. We had a long talk about Christianity and Social
ism and ‘Render unto Caesar the things which are Caesar’s’, and 
then I got up ai.d we had dinner at the N.C.O.s’ mess. I told him 
my real name and my story and felt somewhat relieved; I also told

l x ; 'is false rumour probata/ originated from incoherent wireless reports of the 
ti.igedy of the Lancaslria off St. Nazairc a week before; but I did not learn that 
until three months later.
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A P O C A L Y P S E

f thought lie had turned up just at the right m o m e n y ^ j  
bon Dieu est un mettciyr-en-scine raffine’ But at night I was 
n and the fog and mist returned.

There is an entry in my diary which I cannot locate chronologi
cally, but which must date from the next day:

Strolled through Bayonne, dizzy, looked at Gothic Cathedral, 
thought G. could explain to me all about it. Then saw a name
plate on a house: Maitre Lalande, Avocat a In Cour. Had sudden 
idea, when Germans come in to-night, best w^y to disappear 
would be to be in prison until war and occupation is over. A man 
in prison is a forgotten man. So went in, rang at Maitre Lalande’s 
door. He was just having his meal, came out with napkin in Iris 
hand, elderly, fattish, clever-looking type. Asked him what 
offence a man should commit to go to prison for about six months. 
Phought first I was drunk, then understood; was very nice, offered 
me wine and fruit and money. Accepted wine, but spilled glass 
over table cloth. Then lie explained: if, for instance, I smashed a 
shop window with a brick, I had to face a military tribunal and 
would either (a) be shot for looting or (b) acquitted on account of 
drunkenness; there was nothing in between. Same thing with any 
other offence he could think of, as we were under martial law.

■ Rien «fair?, mon pauvre ami: si on vous fusille, (a ne vous avance pas; si 
°H vous acquitte, non plus." Was offended that I did not take money, 
accompanied me to the doorway, kissed me on both cheeks. Think 
he was more drunk than I. Limped back to Chateau Neuf. They 
are not yet in.’

Next day, or the day after, there was a nervous tension in the 
Barracks; we were confined to our quarters and there were 
rumours that the Germans had arrived in the town. During the 
pievious days sew ral detachments, mainly of the younger classes, 
had left on lorries for non-occupicd territory; the armistice terms 
Provided that . . . the French armed forces in the territory to be 
occupied by Germany are to be hastilv withdrawn to territory not 
to be occupied, and to be. discharged’ . But apparently there were
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V \  J§ || enough lorries and the unit to which I had been attachco^tle j 
^^aswfPVompagnie de Passage -  was stuck.

We were not allowed to leave the Chateau Neuf'on that day, but 
somehow I managed to get out; I wanted to know and I wanted 
to see. I limped down the dusty, sunbathed streets to the bridge 
over the Nive; and then I saw. I saw them at 200 yards - the dark 
green tanks, rattling slowly and solemnly over the roadway like a 
funeral procession, and the black-clad figures standing in the 
open turrets with wooden faces, and the puffing black motor bikes 
with men in black leather and black goggles on their eyes behind 
them, and the burning red flags with the white circle and the 
black spider in the middle, flapping iazily in the heat. The shutters 
of the windows were closed, the streets were empty, the sun blazing.
I leant against a doorway and was sick and looked at them, and 
thought that in passing they all looked at me. For they had hunted 
me all across the Continent, and whenever I had paused and 
stopped, thinking there was safety, they had come after me, with 
their slow, rattling, thundering funeral procession and the lazy 
black spider on their flag. They had come after me all the way 

.from Berlin to Paris, via Vienna and Prague, and down the Atlantic 
coast, until in this outermost corner of Fx-ance they had at last 
caught me up. I lookeu at the black procession in the sunshine; 
there was a tall figure standing immobile in one of the moving 
turrets; I divined his face, the face of a young peasant lad from 
Pomerania, with goggling, cretinous eyes and with a vague grin 
undecided between kindliness and brutality, staring at the cathe
drals and vineyards of France and licking his pursed lips, like a dog 
in front of a bone. I could not hate him, hard as I tried, but I 
wished I had a rifle to shoot at him -  not to kill, but to be killed 
on a level. I had never understood the mentality of Russian and 
Chinese terrorists, of the Serb and Belgian fianctireurs in the last 
war, their apparently senseless actions with the certainty of 
immediate death before them. Now, standing in the doorway, 
nek. ragged and dirty, and staring at the victorious procession, I 
mderstcod that a man could kill to cover his aching nakedness.

I limped back, up the sunny, tortuous road, and found my 
company lined up in the courtyard, ready to leave. I got my kit
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i with them. There were no lorries and wc had to mafofi;*-^ 
iot mai'ch through the centre* but made a detour all 

round the town, and stole out of the town like thieves. We crossed 
the railway bridge over the Adour and engaged xn the dusty high
road, heading east, towards non-occupied France, v

' ' >  *

•»' > « • *

* ' r

v ' ' ' " ' * *

. ’ - * ' * . /
• * * " , ■

/

*95



© )  -  .

A F T E R M A T H

'The representatives o f  the people oj France, 
formed into a National Assembly, considering 
that ignorance, neglect, or contempt o f  human 

■ rights are the sole causes o f  public misfor
tunes and corruptions o f  Government, have re
solved to set forth in n solemn. declaration 
these natural, imprescriptible, and inalienable 
rights

Preamble to the Declaration o f  the Rights o f  ■
Man and o f  Citizens, by the National 
Assembly o f  France, a .d . 1789.
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T h a t  night we camped in barns in a little village only about 
five miles east of Bayonne, the name of which I have forgotten. 
A e  were all isoles, and the men were tired, sullen, loaded with 
*uggage and unwilling to march. The next day it became even 
vorse. A V e dragged along the road like a band of tramps, and in 
the afternoon over twenty men out of 200 were missing. They had 
t teir homes in the occupied zone and thought that once they got 
into the non-occupied zone they would not be allowed to return.

The heat was terrible, the roads dusty, the men thirsty and 
swcaty- Every half-hour or so we simply sat down by the roadside, 
an the three officers and three N.C.Os. who were with us could do 
not ling but follow our example. The officers, a captain, an old 
leutenant, and a young second lieutenant, behaved with tact and 
rgmty; they were deaf to any unpleasant remarks and tried to 
eep up at least the appearance of military order. Some of us still 
a tneir Front equipment; during the worst hours of the midday 

leat’ one altcr the other lagged behind and dropped their rifles 
and steel helmets into the roadside ditch. Around three o’clock 
the captain ordered another halt and told us to pile up the remain- 
n.g tines, bayonets, steel helmets and cartridge belts next to a 

esut' c farmhouse on the road. We arranged everything in neat 
P1 es, and there we left them and marched on. Turning my head, 
TYiVmi C r T 'eer tttiprcssion on me to see those piles of arms in the 

T C /  r 1C l0nely hmdscape, under the blazing sun. 
a a . l?und out that the idea had been to take as iqany arms 
q);^.|SS' J .e lnto unoccupied territory, although the armistice terms 
r .  , 3 *C iat theY should be left behind; but on the road the 
den : " „ a c an8( B his mind, realizing that when we reached the

becauseVe feared Jk T  W° Uld bc 110 arms left> and lJso Perhal,:hat we might run into a German column.

199



\ V ^ ^ ^ 4 glked most of the time with Pere Darrault, the
UDbmmican. Rivulets of sweat were running down his forehead 

and cheeks and his tonsure was burnt dark red by the sun. I told 
him how I had watched the German tank column and about that 
lad standing in the turret, and that for the first time in my life I had 
felt a real urge to kill -  to kill without hatred. ‘C ’est. logique,’ he 
said: the only alternative to killing is to preach.’ ‘Go and try it,’ 
I said. ‘Go and preach to those motorized Neanderthal men.’ 
‘What else have you and your friends done during these last years 
but preach to them?’ he said; ‘only your preachings and teachings 
were a little dry. They sounded like the rustling of dry leaves.’ 
He took a long gulp of red wine mixed with water from his, field- 
flask. ‘Your results with them were not much better either,’ I said. 
‘Mon cher,’ he answered with his Mario-smile, ‘we can wait. We can 
wait and wait and wait. But you can’t. That is the difference 
between us.’ ‘Concretely -  what would you preach to those men 
in the turrets?’ ‘Always the same simple word which we have 
preached for the last two thousand years: Eove.’ ‘That is your 
mistake,’ I said. ‘Love is no alternative to hatred. They can live 
perfectly well side by side in compartments of the same mind.’ 
‘Not the love we mean. And what is your alternative?’ I had 
waited for this, for I thought that I had made a discovery, and 
wanted to try it out on him. ‘The remedy against hatred,’ I said, 
‘is to teach them to laugh and to smile.’ He began to chuc kle. 
‘Bon Lieu,’ he said, ‘To make a Boche laugh -  c esi possible. But 
to teach him to smile -  that is too much, even for a Dominican.’

In the evening of that second day we camped at Hasparren, a 
village sixteen miles from Bayonne and still within the occupied 
zone, the limit of which was roughly twenty miles to the cast. 
As my fegt were, in a bad state I went to a pharmacy in the village 
to have them bandaged, and just then a car with an old couple, a 
little fat dog, and heaps of luggage in it stopped in front of.the 
pharmacy and the old woman got out to buy some aspirin. I 
asked her where they were going. She said to Lourdes -  she was 
going to pray for France and at the same time hoped to get cured

• 60|^N.
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\ •: jF**ner rheumatism. I asked them for a lift, just for twenty 
V^Q.ggTover the demarcation line; the old woman whined that the 

car was overloaded, the axles would break, that Coco, the dog, 
was frightened by strangers, etc.; but finally they agreed to take 
me to St. Palais, on the border of the unoccupied ^one, if I paid 
them one-third of the petrol - about 6d.

We went ofl; the old man drove the car at a speed of about 
sixteen miles an hour along the narrow secondary road to St.
I alais. It was already dark and the road deserted. A mile or two. 
after Hasparren we were stopped by a flash of electric torches 
mid a primitive barricade of branches across the road. I first 
t nought it was a German post; then I saw three soldiers of my 
company sitting on the barricade. One of them had a shoe off and 
• is foot was bandaged. He limped over to the car, propped up by 
j. e lu’°  others, and explained that he had been wounded in the 
001 and that during the march from Bayonne the wound had 

opened; he was anxious to get to non-occupied territory, but no 
cm had stopped to give him a lift, so they had built the barricade.

âce vvas livid, but he spoke in a calm and polite tone. The 
°  woman began once more to whine about the axles and Coco, 
pU the old man said he had been an officer in the last war and by 
s °h ^ C-men *iad fought better and had never dared to talk in 
SUc i an insolent way; would they clear the barricade away and let 
q  Pas;- ;,t once, else lie would report them to the next gendarmerie.

ne three said we could only pass if we took the wounded
man, while they argued I had opened die door and dragged the 
ate. . inside, in spite ol his protestations, for he was rather timid 
l?1 , . uSl'tened. I he old man shrieked in falsetto that we were 
s c /  i" j and Hit lei would teach us a lesson, and the woman 
•>-a c that her husband had high blood pressure and the ex- 

Ve, rnr  j ° Û  kill him and that we were des assassin, and Coed 
*)e ,an yaPP«l■ in the meantime, the two others had cleared 

un V i K 3arricade and told the old man that if he did not shut 
ch id if ‘ Ct ?tonce they would break the neck of his pulain dun
arrived'^aTs lS'pWe deParted- did not speak a word until we 
liontoftl A t  • °  a!s wltere the wounded man and 1 got out in 

nuic; I paid my 6rf.; the old woman cried, 'Bon Dieu,

I f  W  Xf A F T E R M A T H  I n T
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these brutes don’t even know how to say Thank you.’ I 
V!hy£iiicl she perhaps want a lip. They drove off, shaking with 

indignation, and the old man looked as if he were really working 
up a stroke.

The demarcation line was just ioo yards beyond the last house 
of the village of St. Palais, but the Germans had not yet occupied 
it; they were expected early next morning. The boundary was the 
Route Natiovale No. 133, running from. St. Jean Pied de Port north
east through St. Palais and Orthez to Mont de Marsan, roughly 
parallel to the Atlantic coast, at an average distance of thirty-five 
miles as the crow flies. The Mayor of St. Palais was an old farmer, 
who treated us to hot coffee and wine and offered us beds in the 
school, but I preferred to sleep in the fields beyond the demarcation 
line. Next morning I limped on to Mauleon, about twelve miles 
further east, where I intended to wait for the arrival of my com
pany. But the Bureau de la Place at Mauleon told me that the 
company had changed its direction and had marched to Navarrenx, 
ten miles further to the north. So I trudged on to Navarrenx.

All these picturesque little villages in the Basses Pyrenees were 
full of stragglers like myself, and the authorities were busy concen
trating them in improvised cantonnements des Isolds, where they 
were to stay until the demobilization began; nobody knew when 
that would be. The cantonments consisted of a few requisitioned 
barns or cattle sheds, where the men were housed -  from 50 to 
200 per village -  with one or tw'o officers in charge of them. The 
gendarmes had orders to hold up all isolated stragglers and put 
them into the nearest cantonment. I could have stayed at 
Mauleon or any pilace I liked, but I was anxious to find my 
Dominican friend again and also my small valise, which I had left 
with him, containing the last remnants of my earthly possessions -  
a few letters from G., my civilian suit, etc. But at Navarrenx they 
knew nothing of the 22nd Company from Bayonne -  it seemed to 
have vanished somewhere on the road between Hasparren and 
St. Palais.

The next two or three days I wandered about the deso
late, burning roads of the Basses Pyrenees in search of my 
ghost company, alone or with other stragglers, who were visibly
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• ^SPSiornimg themselves into tramps, limping in the sun or j
x^srf^^dsional lift. From Navarrenx I went to Laas, from Laas to 

Audage, from Audage I got a lift to Pau, and from Pau they sent 
me back to Audage. These day-long, dawdling wanderings along 
die road with the distant screen of the white Pyrenees before my 
eyes, while the limpid air seemed to boil around me and the 
asphalt to melt under my heels, had a curiously calming effect;
I had no luggage, not even a comb or piece of soap, slept in barns 
oi open fields, had not seen a newspaper for days, and dragged my 
aching feet in a sort of trance, with thfc agreeably detached sensa
tion of having lost everything that a man can lose, including my 
name and even my shadow. Only once or twice, when I found 
sti awberries growing by the side of the road and remembered how 
O- and I had relished picking them at Roquebilliere, the past 
came back with a sharp, thin stab; but after a mile or two on the 
load, the sun had boiled it out of my head again.

Alter three or four days my feet got into such a bad state that 
had to give up the search for my vanished company and look for a 

met cantonment m which to settle down. On my wanderings I had 
iscovered a forlorn little village on a liill-top near Navarrenx. 
t was in fact a mere agglomeration of about twenty old and 

i uinous farmhouses with orchards, fields and meadows; there was 
a Ur*y °ld church, a tiny cemetery, a minute wooden war
memoiial, and that was all. Not even a grocer’s shop or a bistro. 

ue village had about too inhabitants, and about 120 isoles were 
dieted in farms and stables, with an old captain and a young 

aspirant to look after them. I liked that place; it had a nice 
melodious name: Susmiou.
. /  r C captain agreed to attach me to his cantonment and to 
a-'- 01 instructions as to what to do with me, as I did not belong 
• °  t le category to be demobilized like the rest of his men. He said 
U T g ■ 1 ta*4C a dme, but I had no conceivable reason on earth 
1? • e 111 a *lurry- In non-occupied territory, under the name of 
egtonnatre ubert, I was sale -  I had never felt so safe for years 
nt ta nevei cared less for my safety. I had no plans, no hope 

c no expectations, ex( -pt a remainder of curiosity. It took 
unu the instructions arrived; these six weeks in
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\T\^^ ĵmAjjonnement des isolis are covered by my diary. It is an l^ ibl 1 
VMleEgi^ disorderly, scribbled diary, bat it kept my mind busy, and 

it may convey something of the atmosphere amongst the soldiers of 
the defeated army. The diary starts again on July 3rd.

July 3rd, 1940
Found accommodation in a barn where only three others are 

sleeping: Caporal Gillevic, Privates Lebras and Moog. Gillevic 
and Lebras are both Bretons; Gillevic, a red-haired, freckled 
giant, rather surly, Lebras a dark moon-faced sturdy peasant 
farmer, slow in speech and gesture, not precisely bright. Moog 
comes from Rennes and was in civil life a tramp, long, thin, with a 
squint, and seventeen other bodily defects which he enumerates 
with pride, including a periodically disjointed hip and ‘cold 
abscesses’ on both legs.

No straw in the barn; we sleep on a heap of maize stalks, stored 
here for pig fodder. The barn has an upper floor where twenty 
others sleep. When they trample over the wooden boards over our 
heads, flakes of cobweb flutter down on us. Never saw such giant 
cobwebs: they must be decades old, coated with dust and dirt to 
almost finger-thick fabrics, which hang down from the beams 
overhead like back-cloths from the stage loft.

Borrowed some copies of the Petite Gironde of the last two days. 
Learned Russians got Bessarabia, Petain Government moved to 
Cleri ont-Ferrand, preparing return to Paris. Marquet appointed 
Minister of the Interior; Pomarct goes. Papa Petain plays general 
post with his Gabinet. Papers appear on only one sheet, more than 
half of it advertisements from broken-up families searching for 
each other or for lost bikes, cats, luggage. Only print German and 
I lalian communiques.1 Rumour in cantonment that Spain has 
declared war on Britain.

July 4th, 1940
At night a rat crawled over my arm. Moog flashed his torchlight

1 Tiie Petite Gironde is printed in occupied Bordeaux. Newspapers appearing 
in non-occupied territory were allowed to print the British communiques too,
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£b saw entire procession of fat rats running along a 
f t  his cousin bitten in cheek by rat died of blood poisoning. 

C.I GIT l e g i o n n a i r e  d u b e r t , w h o  ..b e l i e v e d  in  s o c ia l i s m  a n d  d i e d  
OF A RAT-BITE.

Morning walked in Lebras’ slippers to hospital in Navarrenx 
(only a mile from Susmiou), had my feet bandaged, bought comb, 
soap, toothbrush. Only 200 francs left. -Shops in Navarrenx 
empty: no cigarettes, no matches, nb cheese, no meat, no vege
tables; one pound apples, 8 francs (normally 1 or 2 francs). 
Greengrocer says all fault of refugies du Nord (about 6 million in 
unoccupied zone) and of transport breakdown. ‘L ’hiver on va 
crever de /aim.’ Asked 35 francs for safety razor which normally 
cost 7 francs, saying it is rasoir de luxe. Didn’t buy it, shaved with 
Lebras’ cut-throat razor (first time for a week). Moustache 
already twistable.

Afternoon played manille, kind of simplified whist, with Gillevic, 
Lebras and Moog, and drank wine, which the farmer who owns 
our barn sells us at 2 francs 50 a litre. Farmers unforthcoming, 
reserved, eagerly waiting for demobilization to get rid of us. They 
speak a mainly Spanish patois and their barns and stables are very 
dirty, but the cottages are clean. Hate the Frenchmen from the 
northern provinces, call them les bodies da nord. Never knew th'ij 
hatred so strong. Similar to Bavarian and Austrian traditional 
dislike of the Prussians. Vice versa, Lebras says he never saw in 
Brittany such dirty stables and badly-kept cattle. Farmers would 
like us to u'ork in their fields, but without pay. They say it’s a 
shame to see such a lot of idlers fed for nothing.

July 5 th, rg4n

Morning gi ( at surprise. Condition of my feet improved, so made 
an excursion with Lebras, in his slippers, to Castelnau (next village 
on t c Mauleon road, about a mile from us). There is a bistro next 
.to* c church, arid in the bistro sat Pcre Darrault, with his red 
onsure, drinking wine with water and converting an Algerian 

Je w . rand scene. And the vanished company too is in Gastlenau 
u out o 200 only 60 arc left, the rest have simply melted away

J r
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on the road. ‘Qjie voulez-vous, nous sommes Varmie en deroute.’ ‘VaYnaA^ 
''^ I 'diroute’ has become a popular slogan; everybody uses it as a 

comic expression without any tragic undertone. Perhaps there is 
a reminiscence of Hugo’s famous poem, the first one learns at 
school -

. . C’elait un Espagnol de Varmie en deroute,
Qiii se trainait, blessc, au bord de la route. . . .’

Learned from Pcre Darrault my valise lost: all luggage had been 
collected on a van at Hasparren and taken to Castelnau, but when 
the company arrived there three days later, the soldiers who had 
transported it had looted the contents of the valises, bags and 
knapsacks, and-vanished with the van. As a supreme joke they had 
excremented into the empty valises and knapsacks, so that every
thing had to be burnt. So all I have left is mv notebook, fountain- 
pen, carnet off Paris bus tickets and 180 francs.

Pere Darrault says there is a symbolical meaning in this complete 
annihilation of a man’s past. Asked him sarcastically whether he 
thought should throw fountain-pen and bus tickets away too. 
Said no: God dislikes his intentions being dramatized.

On back of bus tickets there is an advertisement:

LOTERIE NATION ALE

Ameliorez votre sort. jVe laissez pas passer cette chance.

July 6th, 1940
Saw in Depeche de Toulouse that British Fleet attacked French 

Fleet at Mers el Kebir; diplomatic relations broken off. Asked 
M. Piled, the farmer who owns our barn, to be allowed to listen to 
radio; listened for first time since Bordeaux. Very funny, e.g.: 
‘The Soviet Press condemns severely the piratical attack of the 
British. Political circles in Moscow are indignant.’ Then a 
quotation from an Argentine newspaper praising French courage.
M. Pitrel said it’s all German lies; it was certainh the French Fleet 
which attacked the British. British are as bad as Bodies, but, 
anyhow, one cannot change friends from one day to the next, it’s 
indecent, (a ne se fa il pas,.
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^1C news to Gillevic, Lcbras and several o th ersiJiL 1 
seems io care. Caporal Jules, the cook, said: ‘We should 

T» e scuttled that putain of a fleet betore the Boches g,ot hold of it.
I e °ches have always scuttled their warships when they were 

comae.',. Le Boche, e’est un sauvage, rnais il a de Vhonneur.' General 
agreement; that was all.

Nobody here reads newspapers or listens to the radio. They are
convinced it is all German stuff (unable to distinguish between

irect a  man propaganda from occupied territory and indirect’ v
on.ro ed ^ress and radio of free zone; hence total distrust of all

thevmH^eiS an  ̂ broadcasts), 'l he only thing they care for, which
nobnr) 15eCUSS ÎOni morning to night, is demobilization. But
it a n  \ n?V-S w l̂en h ' v'hl begin. Of course they would all beat
decreC ■ 1Jme w*thout waiting for formalities, but there is a
cate -C Say,ln,® t*lat whoever cannot show a demobilization certifi-
inr..-.1SSU'̂  , . ^le military authorities cannot get a job and will 
meur penalties, etc.

" Cnt l°  Navarrenx for treatment. Saw several German 
G urs wornei* previously interned in concentration camp at
what to'lr. mTi aWay  ̂’ now relcaseci> don’t know where to go, 
to all ° ’ a . to one in a cafe; said she is sending telegrams 
her i „m KT ,atl0n camPs *n non-occupied France, trying to find 

Hun 1 -T- ’ j?raMnS that he should not be in occupied territory, 
renx s / ' women *n her case are living in Castelnau, Navar- 
calls thr-8' • <’™ ncc and othcr villages round about. Population 
work , c IT (’urs‘c,!uef- Peasants lend rooms to them or let them 
tidv All C S QÛ a*T  ̂hey look undernourished, exhausted, but 
the head tur^ans  ̂ ■a mode, a coloured handkerchief round

<

July 7th
troons k. ’’^ h h d  ol our cantonment were captured by German 
somewhrrc l ' CrC i.e t  g0 or C3caPed. Jules was in a block-house 
ments-thev M 1  ̂ Meuse; they had waited for rcinforcc- 
rafts at aoo <4 - (0t come> they saw the German tanks crossing on 
plaining it woiImV 31^ 8’ .adj utant gave order nut to hoot, ex- 

Je stupid to get killed pointlessly, Germans
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\C ^^^iw yalready cut communications; captain and staff haWJil»-d 
v^yg|>afed during previous night. So they hoisted white flag; 

Germans wei'e very pleasant, collected arms, told French soldiers 
to walk to some prispners’ carnp around Mezieres; said, ‘We 
can’t escort you, have more important things to do. You’ll find 
the way alone’ ; gave them a certificate attesting that they were 
prisoners. Half the company really went to that camp, the others __ 
hea'c jt. Lots of similar stories, monotonous in their sameness. 
R ’umour says about 2 million prisoners, but about same number 
’must, have escaped or been allowed to go.

Unanimous admiration for German Army’s efficiency. Better 
tanks, better camouflage, better discipline, better food, better 
equipment. They admire precision of German artillery and 
especially their espionage service. Sergeant Lepetit alleges they 
knew, not only all our plans, but the movements of every unit 
down to battalions. Says on Luxembourg frontier Germans called 
to them through loudspeakers: ‘W’elcome, 2nd Battalion of the 
5 rrt, we know you arrived yesterday from Metz. Metz was better, 
eh:” etc.

Gillevic says during final retreat his regiment was stuck on the 
road, chain of lorries at least two miles long, German bombers 
had circled over them, but not a single bomb was dropped. Others 
have similar experiences. ‘Ils nc sont pas mediants.’ Moog says he 
was in Rouen under German occupation; praises correctness and 
discipline of German troops: ‘Any soldier who takes a pin or 
touches a girl is shot on the spot.’ W’hereas later he was in a camp 
near Bordeaux and on leaving ‘our men had looted the stores and 
even stolen the chalice from the church.’ . . .

This was after evening soup, sitting around in the garden in 
front of barn, and all competed in admiring the Bodies and vilify
ing the French. Masochism of the defeat. All unanimous that 
‘nous etions vendus’ -  have been betrayed. Betrayed by the generals, 
by Fifth Column ‘ there was a Fifth Columnist in every company 
staff’ -  and by politicians. No distinction between Left and Right) 
Reyniud and Laval. Accusations against Jews and refugees; 
Sergeant Lepetit says his company was attacked by ‘a column oi 
Jewish refugees’ near Longwy; all believe it, including Jules and

I W  Yf| ■ S C U M  OF T H E  E A R T H  f n y
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; Gijteyjc, who are Socialists. No attempt to discriuuna 
cov^r political motive-patterns; everything is merde and , 
one ubiquitous, all-embracing conspiracy of betrayal. Whe.. 
wine began to act, all spoke at the same time, accusing all and 
sundry -  the routed army playing blind man’s buff

July 8th
TTvd simultaneous decrees: one, by the local prtfet, pinned on 

the town halls of Navarrenx, Sus, Susmiou, Castelnau: All ex- 
intcrnee aliens of the Camp of Gurs have to leave the department 
des Basses Pyrenees within twenty-four hours, or else be kiterned 
aSain. Second, from the Government: No alien allowed to travel 
01 move from his actual domicile.

^aw Frau Mueller (the emigre woman I had met the previous 
° ay) ‘n hysterical state. Advised her to stay where she was, her 
turner patrons would protect her. Said 400 or 500 women arc 

stiii at Gurs camp; the Gestapo came twice with lorries to take the 
a î [nternees home; these Nazi women had been boycotted by 

majority and on leaving had shouted: ‘You wait. Now it’s our 
urn. \\e l. soon come back for you.’

1< t sa*lon in the cantonment: demobilization has begun. First 
’ to b ' disbanded: all men over forty-five; farmers and agri- 

fiiu' 11 *a  ̂hirers ovcr thirty-five; volunteers for the duration.
only rhose vvA se domicile is in non-occupied territory. Most 

r 0U! nen from oce^ ied territory. Haven’t heard from their 
‘ -mutes since invasion starred, don’t know whether still alive, 
vv u ther i, uses still stand. Sergeant Lepetit says: Government is 

J°taging ovtukobilizatiou, perhaps because want to make war on 
mg land. He dislikes English as much as Boches, but ‘if the 
o'- ornment wants to start another war, they'd better not count 

011 rne ' Lebras says i/ not demobilized by end of the month w'ill 
presen. himselt at a German post and ask Germans to demobilize

July gth

lirrfin-!'!.1! 1̂ - 1 0i n,cet‘ng of dibuUs at Petit Casino, Vichy, pre- 
5 0 National Assembly. Bonnet boasts that cm September

On
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J  (when Poland was already at war with Germany/,- he 
..efatigably pursued his efforts for peace’ and had accepted, 

,ie name of the French Government, that a conference be held 
during the next weeks (i.e. after Poland was swallowed by G er
many). Complains that this settlement was made impossible by 
‘stubbornness of "British and Polish, who demanded preliminary 
withdrawal of German troops from Poland’ .

But the real fun was Spinasse, "leading Socialist depute: ‘We must 
break with illusions of past. We believed in individual liberty, 
in man’s independence. This was an anticipation of a future 
beyond our reach. . . .’ Laval thanks speakers ‘in a few words full 
of emotiom. Then Tixier-Vignancourt; motion: ‘To discover and 
punish all civilian and military persons responsible for outbreak 
and. pursuit of the war. .- . .’

That is beginning' of the Terroi. Worse than revolution and 
counter-revolution: the Terror of the Crooks and the Senile. 
Good night, France.

Ju ly ioth
Rumours of landing of British troops in Dunkirk and Bbulom'. .. 

For the first time the types of the cantonment take interest. C•' neral 
discussion of England’s chances. Am stupefied to find, mat more 
than half believe England will win in the end Ucsterday they 
sang hymns to German efficiency; now the’ - ^ffise British stamina. 
Blind man’s buff. But there is somethi »igf else in it too: They dis
like England, but know that an Eng’ sh victory*is their only chance 
of getting rid of the Boches. As to ta king action, that s another 
ma tter. Wonder-whcther any ideal in the world would induce these 
men to fight again in less than, say, teri years. j5ul it British landing 
in Boulogne tide (touch wood), things may change as quickly as 
after Bonaparte’s return from Elba. The clue of a soldier’s morale 
is perhaps not his belief in the justice of his cause, but the promise 
of victory. An army with the certainly of victor is invincible; an 
army full of enthusiasm, idealism, etc., is not. (See Spain.) I f  
Boulogne is true, even Lcpctit will sing .‘God save the King’ . 
Inshallah.
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\k;:» 0  _ _
Necoidhm.uion of Boulogne; hut French parliament’s hara-kiri 

accomplished, Petain gets plein pouvoirs to abolish Constitution, to 
promulgate new Constitution by simple decree. New slogan: 
Travail, Famille, Palrie, ' to replace Liberie, Egalite, Fraternite.

arrants of arrest against Kerillis, Pertinax, Bure, and even against 
poor Fabouis. Perhaps Petain believes she is a witch.

Nobody is disappointed about Boulogne not being true; have 
apparently forgotten all about it since yesterday. As to Con- 
stiiunon, etc., nobody cares either. Unique preoccupation: 
i ; mob'hzation. To get home and not be bothered any more by 
nstoiv and other silly things. I have made a motto which has

become popular at once:
'̂ <e l humanite se dibrouille sans moi.’

J “ b> isth

Y V.aU ^ ue!ler st'H in Navarrenx; discovered her husband at Le 
act, no hope of his release. She said: ‘You, a Swiss, can't 

nuusiand what it all means.’ Templed to tell her my real name 
a r e  •n" web I knew Vernet, but resisted. Most other Gursiennes 
0, pRtl 1 liere-' wbere should they go, what should they do? Two 
most1106 '*VC their men, released from German camps: but 
aj, ,mcn are sd!I interned; complete anarchy in their treatment, 
jT  ePends apparently on local commandant or prefit. Saw 
p 1"' ; anci hunch-backed Dr. Poliak (who had sat next to me at the

owmissariat du ,\ Vi'tmt when I was last arrested). Averted my head 
n mey did not recognize me -moustache very helpful, 

but' I*11 t° (<' ‘nstr'nau to see Dominican. They live in barns like us, 
(caul' 1C '^arrau*t has got a nice room with well-to-do mitayew 
to!eme iarmer) named Simeon, and another farmer gave him keys 
aftcrnb>t̂r ermitage (tiny summer house) where he meditates during 
h-unn?0ns' invited me to dinner with Simeon, who spoilt us w.th 
^ j ’ t ^ " ’ sweets, wine -  friendly old man, believe , that 
all mono U )ecause Blum and Pierre Cot have personally pocketed 
in Arm. Ineant for armaments and aviation. Says Blum arrived 
where t  K "  Uu sac^ °* Jewels -  has read it in Gwyoire or somc- 

leU t0 COi|tradict, hut hopeless, and Pure Darrault not

I f  W  )!  A F T E R M A T H  t C T
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’.h e lp fu l -  smiled and nodded to everything. Reproached 
Ategf^Said politics not his domain. Parted rather froisses.

J “b> *3lfl
Our barn reeks of urine and excrement; everybody uses the back 

garden; impossible to persuade them to go at least ioo yards away 
into the fields. Morning they moisten their hands and faces at the 
well; in spite of the heat they never strip to the belt.

There are four Spanish ex-militia men in our cantonment; 
refugees, interned, volunteers for duration. They talk bad French, 
look even more wretched than the rest of us, keep apart. Are sort 
of boycotted. Sergeant Lcpetit says they steal -  everybody 
believes it. Tried to talk to them in Spanish, but they distrust me
-  scared and fierce. Yesterday they quarrelled with Fontanin, 
captain’s ordov,nance; captain, without inquiring into matter, sent 
all four to prison in Navarrenx under armed escort. When 
marched off one cried: ‘Libertad, Egalidad, Praternidad.'

At night went to Sus with Jules and Lefebre, both members 
Socialist Party -  workers from Paris suburbs. Called Petain 
‘Philippe le Gaga’, made fun of national revolution, but lack any 
positive outlook, except hope for British victory. Asked them 
whether willing try to get to England. Lefebre said no, wants to 
join wife and kids, doesn’t even know whether they’re alive. 
Later -  on verra. Jules said (after some wine), he would be ready 
to die, but only if saw chance of victory. Fed up with making a 
lcol of himself. ‘Might join the Tommies if they manage to come 
o er here, but I wouldn’t go there.’ Sat in Sus bistro until io p.m.
- in back room an adjutant from Gendarmerie making merry with 
three Gursiennes -  two Polish women and one German Jewess. 
Made them drink Pernod plus rum. Sort of mod- rate orgy. Met 
in lavatory Jewish girl, sick and crying; said: ‘Do you think, 
monfieur, he’ll give me a  sauf-conduit?' When back, Lefebre asked 
me whether . . . the girl. Said I was an idiot; yesterday he had had 
a Jewess from Gurs for 20 francs, and her Husband had known 
about it. - ‘nice old chappy, looked like a doctor or something’ .

(((■ 9 ]V S C U M  OF T H E  E A R T H  ( u j
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Tpertch national holiday: commemoration of storming of 
Bastille. Captain assembled us at the wooden war memorial in 
front ot cemetery, made a short speech: Reason for defeat was an 
international conspiracy of plutocrats and Socialists, inspired by 
Jews.

Later captain called me: said shall be sent shortly to Camp of 
Rivesalt, where all colonials gathered to be shipped to Algeria. 
Said it I preferred to stay until physically fit again, he could easily 
manage it. I said, no thanks. Asked whether as a foreigner I 
agreed with the reasons of defeat he gave in his speech. I said no; 
plutocracy and Socialists mortal enemies, and Jewish conspiracy 
a Nazi invention. He said worriedly: ‘ I wonder, I wonder.’ Is 
such a decent old man -- whose fault, if not ours, that we did not 
manage to open iiis eyes? Said proudly he had never read other 
paper in his life but Action Frangaise.

At night in the barn Lebi as told stories of ghosts and witches in 
Brittany. He believes in evil eye, in killing a man by sticking a pin 
through his photograph -  his neighbour died this way, etc. Said 
he once had a girl by giving her a love potion. Said there is an old 
Breton wizard, he lives in Paris, but if  anything is wrong, the 
farmers call him -  costs 200 francs, but he cures cattle and men,
5nves out demons, etc.; he is called the ‘Anti-Spirit’ . Gillevic too 
has heard of him.

M y  i5 th
Am not going to Rivesalt -  order cancelled.
--• ad in Petite Gironde Carl Einstein has committed suicide; first 

; ut his yeins in concentration camp, was saved, released, threw 
uinself iJ1 Gave d’Oloron -  the river running through Navarrenx 
,, vVlth a st°ne tied round his neck. Yesterday I was bathing in the 
k*ave. Place not mentioned, but must be close by. Paper says, 
. noin™e Carl Einstein, nfugii d'Ailemagne, neveu du professeur 
Amert Einstein*. Saw him last in Cafe des Deux Magots in Paris, 
a/°u t *939> he had been a volunteer officer in Spain, can: back 
already broken by defeat. Remember what sensation his first book 
0,1 Negro sculpture created in Germany.
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X^pTfejUght by becoming legionnaire Hubert and growing 
nrcrCstache could escape the ghost of the past. But there is no 
escape; and there should not be. Perhaps no hazard that wherever 
I go, in most unexpected places, Frau Muellers and Gursiennes 
and hunch-backed Dr. Poliaks turn up. lLe bon Dieu est nn mettcur-en- 
scene r affine'

Went to Castelnau to see Pere Darrault. Told him Einstein’s 
death; told him about Frau Mueller, about sick German girl in 
bistro, etc. He said, he goes every day to Navarrenx and Curs on 
Simeon’s bicycle, he has some proteges among Gursiennes and 
German lefugees, is working hard to convert them to Catholicism. 
I said: ‘Est-ce que c'est le moment?' He said: ‘Yes, it is the right 
moment; at the very bottom of misery their hearts open for grace.’ 
Fie took me to his ermitage and proved me by Isaiah, the Gospels, 
etc., that Kingdom of God will come when the last Jew  converted 
to the true faith. The remarkable thing is that he is not a fanatic, 
but a dialectician -  uncanny similarity with S. in Vernet when he 
defended Stalin-Hitler pact; same quasi-schizophrenic logics: a 
closed system, perfectly sound and logical in itself, waterproof 
against reality; unattackable because all counter-arguments fly 
otf in a tangent. Perhaps deepest cause of Socialists’ failure that 
they tried to conquer the world by reason. Perhaps Hitler’s 
genius is not demagogy, not lying, but the fundamentally irrational 
approach to the masses, the appeal to the prelogical, totemistic 
mentality. (Jung’s archtypes.) I f  human brains functioned like 
clockworks, Utopia would be reached in a year. The right image 
is not clockwork, but several overlapping magnetic fields.

Retain -  Philippe le Gaga -  has formed another new Cabinet.

July iCth

Reportage on atmosphere in Vichy by Raymond Millet in 
Temps -  begins with praising heroic atmosphere created by Petain 
and continues: ‘Yet at the same time some aspects of the residential 
town still remind one of a Vanity Fair. . . . Petty ambitions 
abound, also courtesans and intrigues . . . queer mixture of puri- 
ta ism and frivolity. . . Wonder censorship let it pass.

214



twenty of our cantonment are demobilized; the 
vtaiting feverishly. Complete indifference to newspapers, wireless, 
politics. Only home.

Radio says Britain ‘gives w-ay’ to Japan, will close Burma Road. 
\  ery comfor ting; fortunately nobody here cares. But perhaps they 
feel that there is something wrong with fighting for liberty and 
letting the Chinese down.

Ju ly i-jth

Colonials left to-night for Rivesalt. Invited Rene for a farewell 
drink. He is a mec (pimp), a Corsican, very handsome, charcoal 
eyes; served six months prison at nineteen, then engaged in 
Infanterie Coloniale. He ‘worked’ at Marseilles; told with gusto how 
it was done: one picked up a girl, lived with her four to six weeks, 
then, when she had burnt her bridges, sold her to a brothel for 
commission of 100-1,000 francs. He is almost illiterate; told me hi.-, 
brother-in-law (also a Corsican) has picked up an English tourist 
woman at Bastia; she sends him money legularly. ‘Her father is 
a lord -  sort of senateur -  she says; once he lent his car to the King. 
V\ under why the King hasn’t got his own car; perhaps because they 
are so democratic over there; everybody lends him his. il se de- 
brouille.’ He got his six months for running a knife into a colleague.
' Quart d il s’agit de pognon, la vie ne comple pas.'

Went to Navarrenx: no cigarettes, no matches, no tobacco -  
nothing.

Ju ly 18th

Found Le Temps of 16th: front page (there is only one page) 
splashes over two columns Churchill’s speech, but more than half 
censored -  blank. Headline: ‘We’ll hold out.’ Temps really 
courageous.

Moog tells long story of an aspirant who at the Front, under 
' er/  heavy bombardment, shaved every morning and used eau de 
Cologne. ‘This is what our officers were like.’ Gillevic and Lebras 
agreed. Strange -  thought that such a show of imperturbability 
would impress them; in England it would. Then somebody said.

o
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retreat he tried in vain to get a lift, finally, he stc^ppAH 
^^at-'s&lart officer’s car by aiming his rifle at it.

Evening in bistro, Jules tells me some bits of fighting around 
Rethel which sound rather different -  a company holding a tank 
column with 75-mm. guns for several hours, killed almost to last 
man, and similar incidents. Says: ‘Don’t you believe all this talk. 
They tread everything in the mud parce qu’ils en out le ccur plein.’ 
Had they not been betrayed by the General Staff, they would have 
pu up a great show. Where the officers were good, the men fought 
‘like savages’ ; but only two out of ten officers were good.

Ju ly 19th
Radio and paper say invasion of England imminent. Found in 

village school French edition of British Blue Book on Nazi con
centration camps; gave it to captain, told him soon it will have 
rarity value, when the great bookburning starts Said: ‘You don’t 
believe seriously that such things can happen in France?’

Ju ly 20th
Frau Mueller says when Gestapo came to Gurs to take away 

Iasi lot of Nazi internees, a Jewish e'migree buttonholed German 
officer, asked ‘news about her beloved Dresden’, complained about 
bad food the French give them. Same evening the internees of her 
barrack beat her up and decided to boycott her; neat day she was 
taken to prison in Navarrenx. So far Gestapo only .carried away 
women who asked to return to Germany; but they might come to 
fetch the emigres any day. And the commandant of Gurs still 
refuses to release them. Same thing in Vernet. Some women man
aged to escape from Gurs -  from Vernet nobody succeeded.

Ju ly 21st
Demobilization proceeds, but not to occupied territory. Even 

the restricted traffic, across the demarcation line is interrupted. 
France cut in two -  and most French families were cut into 
several pieces during the days of panic a. d flight. Now they are 
scan iiing for each other desperately. Almost half of the space in

?ib
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PWrfe Gironde, etc., taken by advertisements 
^^iiSTof this type:

'Andre Roure, who disappeared June iylh near Azay-le-Rideau, please 
communicate with parents via Le Temps Clermont-Ferrand

Families Cumbier, Durand, Scholer of Xeuilly are at Cusset, Allier.'
5me C" C.R.M. from Reingny [Meuse) is at Gendarmerie Vichy. 

(Allier).’

And so on, thousands per day. As if a gigantic explosion had 
blown fragments of families all over the country.

Ju ly 22nd

Franco claims Gibraltar. Petain sacks a series of functionaries -  
survivors of Front Populaire era. New decree provides that every 
civil servant is liable to be sacked without pension, during a period 
of purge from now to October 31st. Another decree: no soldiers 
allowed to sit on cafe terraces. Another, in preparation, will 
regulate length of bathing suits in inches up from ankle down from 
hips. Brave new world with subtle nuances: Racial-Fascism in 
Germany, Clerical-Fascism in Spain, Senilo-Fascism in France.

Poor old captain received telegram: his wife is dying. Is leaving 
to-morrow. Showed me to-day’s newspapers: Laval takes 
charge of press, radio, propaganda; read out nauseating bits of 
comment praising Flitler. 1 said: ‘What else did you rxpc n?’ He 
said: ‘Something different. Je  ne comprendsplus rien.’

Ju ly 23rd

- en others left for Pau to be demobilized; all talk, dream, fever 
about going home. Where is mine? Can’t stop myself envying 
he.m. 1 he bitterness of realizing that ninety-nine out of a hundred 

of one’s fellow-creatures wade through the deluge which has 
!ovncd one’s existence, barely getting their feet wet. I don't 

’tnnd perishing with others, but I do mind feeling an exception 
and a fool.

ai7
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XVj^W ^T ito bathe in the Gave at Navarrenx. in spite of Einsrefift-J  
nterhory. Dried in the sun and read that Baltic States vote 
Anschluss to' Russia, and Hitler’s speech. Sham Socialism and sham 
heroics. Evening sent M. Pitrei’s daughter -  nervous, jerky little 
girl of nine, we call her the grasshopper -  to fetch a  litre of wine; 
she did not tur n up and we had to send a search party with torches, 
which found her after several hours hiding in a ditch: she had 
broken the bottle and was scared of returning. She shivered and 
sobbed in her ditch, under the flashing torches -  this was genuine, 
that child’s intensity of emotion and loneliness, whereas mass 
feelings always seem to move along distorted sham patterns

Ju ly 24th

Mistier writes in La Garonne: ‘France is busy purging her mind 
of any sort of ideology. She has been too much lied to.’ -

Lebras explains to rue fascinating story why Doriot’s Fascist 
party was so popular among farmers in Brittany. Up to 1936, the 
petty farmers sold their wheat for 70 francs to the Co-operative, 
which was a private entet prise run by the great landowners, 
monopolizing the market. When the Popular Front came to 
power, it created the Office da Ble, run directly by the Government, 
which, by cutting out intermediary profits, paid 180 francs instead 
of 70. Whereupon Doriot’s paper, sent gratis to every petty 
farmer, started a campaign: ‘The Government steals your money -  
ask them lor 200 instead of 180.’ . . . Lebras (in his slow, stammer
ing manner, smiling slyly): ‘ . , Merde alors, wfe talked it over and 
thought, if the Government pays 180 francs instead of 70, there 
must be something fishy about it, and they could as well pay 2 j o . 
Bih Blum and hi: Jews refused, so we all voted for Doriot’ (whose 
party was largely financed by the landowners’ Co-operative).

I had imagined i knew' the proletariat -  now I realize that those 
I met at Party-meetings, in C.P. cells, etc., W'cre exceptions, a 
selected vanguard, entirely untypical. In three weeks here I have 
learned more about mass psychology than in seven years of 
Communist busybodiness. Good God! in what an imaginary 
world we have lived. Have to start quite afresh -  all of us.

S C U M  OF T H E  E A R T H  ( g T

218



Petit Journal (La Rocque’s paper) proposes abolishment of 
‘offending iureign expressions’, e.g. ‘grill-room’, ‘lavatory’, and 
‘five o’clock tea’ .

New decree creates special commission to revise all naturaliza
tions granted to aliens since 1927; anybody naturalized since that 
date can be deprived of French citizenship, also his wife and 
children.

Walking across Navarrenx bridge, suddenly heard my name 
called -  the real one. It was hunch-backed Dr. Poliak; told him 
for Heaven’s sake to shut up, but couldn’t get rid of him. Told me 
he had wondered all the time how I had managed to get out of the 
Buffalo camp. He had been sent a few days later to a'camp in 
Brittany; when Germans advanced, the commandant and his staff 
disappeared over-night; the internees scattered in all directions. 
Poliak and a group of other old.men, all over fifty, mainly Jews, 
set out and followed the road southward. And on the second day 
ran into a German column. The German G.O. asked what sort of 
funny procession they were; they had to explain. G.O. said: 
Don’t be scared; we in the Reichswehr are soldiers and don’t 

care about race, etc.; camp here, be all of you at the Mairie of M. 
(nearby village) at five pan., and I ’ll see what I can do for you; 
but five p.m. sharp, mind.’

There were about sixty of them, old Jews, emigres, sca-ed to 
death, but disciplined Germans: at 5 pan. they were at the Mairie 
of M., all complete. Waited quarter of an hour in the midst, of 
astonished German soldiers staring at them, but were not molested; 
then C.O. turned up, said he had requisitioned a lorry with French 
driver, who would take them to unoccupied territory; and so it 
happened. Now P. is here to get his wife out of Gurs camp -  
regulation is that women internees are to be released if  husband 
Vvith valid papers comes to fetch them; but commandant of Gurs 
nrak. s difficulties.

All day distant gun-fire. Germans practise target shooting with 
french naval gurs off Biarritz.
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lecrees. Jean Zay, Viennot, and two other deputes in 
uniform who had sailed for North Africa during armistice negotia
tions, (hoping to continue fight from colonies), to be tried by court- 
martial for desertion (Jean Zay, former Minister of Education, was 
one of the really popular figures of Blum’s 1936 Cabinet).

Every Frenchman who left country between May 10th and 
June 30th without ‘valid reason' will be deprived of French 
nationality, his goods confiscated.

Showed decrees to Gillevic. Said: ‘That’s right, ils nous out 
vend us.’ Hopeless.

Strange how entire Army has apparently adopted certain 
expressions of Paris underworld slang -  even peasants of Brittany, 
who had never heard them before. E.g. mec. Some time ago the 
current expression used for iellow soldiers was: copain (approx., 
pal); latei became type (approx., bloke, but with slight derogatory- 
nuance); finally mec (pimp). Apparently Le Bon is right in saying 
mass-mentality has tendency to adapt itself to the standard of die 
lowest component as common denominator.

Soldier from cantonment Sus drowned while swimming in Gave. 
Was to be demobilized to-morrow.

Ju ly sytk
Pitrel has a funny little shepherd dog, Medor; this morning 

Jules, the cook, performed cosmetic operation on him by chopping 
off hi.s cars and tail with his carving knife. Medor whined and 
howled for an hour, the grasshopper had hysterics, and half the 
cantonment stood around having fun.

The farmers hate us more and more, because only about a dozen 
agreed to work ter hours on their fields without pay, for a mere 
casse-croute. Every day they complain to the aspirant (the old 
captain has left) that we steal chickens and eggs, which is untrue; 
we only steal apples. The apples are of poor quality, th e y  let them 
rot under the trees and feed them to the pigs, but they have the 
cheek to ask us 2 francs a pound. We have made long sticks with 
sharp points, and, leaning over the tence, harpoon the fallen apples 
on the ground before the pigs get them.
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broadcast: Mandel arrested in Morocco under 
bf ■ plotting against safety of the State’ .

Ju ly 28th
Maurice Prax summarises in Petit Parisien the first month after 

signing of armistice: . In (his short period a marvellous revolu
tion has been accomplished.’ Pity we haven’t noticed it.

Boredom in cantonment creates new fashions and crazes every 
week. First everybody played manille; then it was fishing in the 
Cave; now they have all started to carve walking-sticks, with a 
seipent creeping up in spirals to the top, leaf-ornaments in between, 
and an inscription burnt in with a hot nail above the serpent’s 
head: souvenir de susmiou -  c-u er r e  de 1939-1940. All sticks are 
exactly alike. One invented the model, the others- imitated it; 
nobody tries to figure out a pattern of his own.

- wo more soldiers drowned in the Gave. Interdiction on 
bathing.

Pere Darrault to be demobilized to-morrow. Farewell dinner 
with Sinibon. Fie is very happy at returning to his convent. Told 
me funny story, about Marseilles prostitute who sought refuge in 
the convent; next week a gang of pimps came in a smart American 
car, asked Darrault to hand her back. FIc refused, they came a 
second time when he was absent, and took her with them. A week 
later he received S.O.S. letter from girl in Marseilles .brothel; she 
wanted to return, but was scared by menaces. So Darrault made 
a plot, borrowed a car and chauffeur from pious friends, kidnapped 
the girl, and sent her to another Dominican convent in the Massif 
Central. Next day, the gang came, furious; P£re Darrault. smiling, 
invited them to search entire convent; gangsters departed, con
vinced girl had joined a rival gang.

* old Pere story worth including in Contes Drolaliques, but, of 
course, he had never read them (although allowed to read certain 
Jool.:, on the Index). Had to promise, if ever in trouble, would 

come to hide in his place. Accompanied me halfway from
asielnau to Susmiou; starry night: asked me to allow him to give 

inc benediction -  for his own reassurance; couldn’t refuse; had to 
"ei ] down on the cart-track, and have Latin words murmured
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V;-'t)ver me; but didn’t feel ridiculous, all rather emouvant. \V<WtMn̂  
what G. would have thought of that scene.

July 29th.
Radio says final attack on Britain only question of days or even 

hours. Don’t believe it; Hitler won’t risk spoiling his series of 
successes by a gamble. Bet 5 litres wine with Fontanin that no 
invasion attempt within next three months. All traffic with 
occupied zone again interrupted. Everybody furious, because 
demobilization again delayed.

As a consolation, broadcast appeal to staff of Opera and Opera 
Comique *.0 return at once to Paris; special facilities granted. Le 
boche s'amuse.

Am missing Pere Darrault -  only person to whom 1 could talk. 
But he left me key of the ermitage, so went there in the evening with 
bottle of wine to meditate and try some writing, but no use. This 
diary is maximum effort that am capable of.

Got so much into habit of being called Dubert that when old 
Poliak hailed me the other day on the bridge it sounded uncanny. 
But sometimes feel so lost that I repeat to myself half aloud my 
name, the real one -  conveys a feeling of complete irreality. Had 
never known what importance one attaches to one’s name, and 
what a qu^cr, amputated feeling it is to lose it.

Ju ly 30th
New decree: Everybody who incites a French soldier or sailor 

to join an enemy (?) army is liable to be punished by death.

Ju ly 31st
Mass attack on Dover; 160 German planes participating, but 

apparently beaten off with heavy losses. Faint stirring of interest 
in the barn. Lebras says: 'La Er Ah E f  tappe pas mal sur les bodies.’ 
Out of eight present in barrack, six believe invasion will be beaten 
olF. But as to reconquering the Continent, that is different.

New caporal, who escaped ten days ago from prisoners’ camp in 
occupied zone', says women and children evacuated en masse from
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' '< * ^ p ^ 0Karcas in Germany to Southern France. Says whole Ruhr 

ai'ea in shambles. ‘We knew more in that camp than you mules 
know over here.’ Says if Roosevelt re-elected U.S.A. will declare 
war and Hitler go bust. Scepticism and some contradictions, but 
rather lame. Had sudden flash of understanding: These men are 
afraid of hoping because too often deceived. They are on the defensive 
against the temptation of hope.

Got rather excited about it. Went to ermitage to work; instead 
fell into day-dreams (like in Seville prison): stealing a plane, 
flying non-stop to Croydon. Wonder whether direction north
west or north-north-west. Realistic end of dream: landing in 
Croydon, clapped into concentration camp. Bless their far
sighted statesmanship.

Some men, too lazy to climb down the ladder at night, have got 
into the habit of urinating in.a corner of the upper barn floor. It 
trickles down along the wall. No use arguing with them.

August rst

The four Spaniards back from prison. Even more reserved, 
distrustful, unapproachable. Remind me of men from Leper 
Barrack. But atmosphere now somewhat friendlier to them. 
Jules gives them double portions of midday soup.

Communique from Vichy announces formation of Supreme 
Court of Justice to try all responsible for outbreak of war. Press 
comments: ‘To the gallows’ -  ‘No mercy’ -  ‘Wipe them out.’ 
Germany after defeat of 1918 showed more dignity; but then, 
there had been a Social-Democratic revolution.

Alternoon aspirant announced whole cantonment moving 
'r>-morrow to Geronce, eight miles from, here on Navarrenx- 
Oloron road. We arc only about eighty now, and the small 
cantonments are going to be amalgamated as demobilization 
proceeds.

r

A ugust 2nd. Geronce (Basses Pyrenees)

Vesterday at evening soup Jules and Lefebre invited me to a 
cirink, to celebrate departure from Susmiou. They had secretive
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airs, said there’d be a great surprise, wouldn’t tell me where'wr 
were going. We started after soup atxl marched several miles tc 
X., a place where I had not yet been. We drank two litres and 
played draughts; nothing happened. Around 9 or 10 p.m. a fat 
civilian came in, winked at Jules, then disappeared. We paid and 
went out. The fat man took us to his farm, closed the shutters; 
Jules said I was the Swiss volunteer he had spoken of; the fat man 
was the Mdire of X. and we w’ere going to listen to a French 

■> broadcast from London. The Aiaire offered us w'ine, fumbled at his 
wireless for about an hour, we didn’t hear a word, everything was 
jammed, but very exciting -  like in the old days, listening in 
Berlin to Comintern station. Only for a second I heard the 
familiar matter-of-fact voice of the B.B.C. announcer -  as if 
talking to a crowd of intelligent schoolboys, emphasizing by his 
manner that he treats them as though they were grown-ups. We 
heard a few bars of the Marseillaise, something about resistance 
in French North Africa, and 240 Nazi planes shot down. 
Quarrelled as to whether the 240 in one day, week, or month. 
Felt all very cheerful and drunk.

August 3rd

There are three bistros in Geronce; in Susmiou there were none: 
so everybody drunk. 'This morning we got tobacco and pay -  my 
first since I am a soldier: 10 francs 50 = 21 x 50 centimes.

Yesterday, on march from Susmiou hither, passed Gurs Concen
tration Camp. Enormous -  about one mile of barbed wire along 
the road. Saw the barracks, grey and black, same as in Vcrnet; 
but women’.; underwear in all colours drying coquettishly on lines 
iri fhc.sun, and even on the barbed wire; the women all tidy, 
appetizing, many in shorts -  a treacherously gay sight. Gestapo 
was here again day before yesterday.

During march in the burning sun that B.B.C. voice rang in my 
ear like an old familiar tune -  slightly off-hand, bored', blase, 
naive The fascina'ion of a country where schoolboys behave like 
grown-ups and grown-ups like sc hoolboys.
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Got hold of a bunch of Paris-Soir’s, prin ted in Marseilles, com- 

1 letely ghostly. Splash on front page: ‘The Marshal and the 
easant -  a Modern Legend.’ Petain has received an old peasant 

■ or a hearty man-to-man talk’. On leaving, peasant said in tears: 
?'est un homme, an honest peasant like myself.’ (Philippe le Gaga 
as a property on the Riviera where he grows cabbages or some- 
aing.) Petain said: ‘This interview has convinced me that I have 

1 te entire confidence of the peasant class.’
Another splash: ‘We want a French Hollywood.’ Actors and 

stars gather on the Riviera, plans for building a French national 
lm centre, gossip about Suzy and Lucy and Marcel and Maurice; 
hey go on bikes, leaving their racy cars in the garages; their faces 
how the consciousness of the grave trial of'La Patrie, but also the 

new serenity of the French resurrection, which has already 
oegun. . . .’

Same issue: ‘For a French Morality.’ General enthusiasm for 
the new decree making knee-length, two-piece bathing-costumes 
ompulsory for men and women at Nice. ‘No more shorts, no more 

French women disguised as men -  la Revolution Nationale marche.''
Smaller news items: De Gaulle sentenced to death for treason -  

every Frenchman serving in a ‘foreign army’ liable to capital 
unishment -  a new bunch of diplomats sacked -  Paul-Boncour 

appointed to the enviable post of Ambassador in Chile.
Quotation from La Croix, the Catholic paper: ‘Victory does 

n°t  always mean what the common man understands by this 
vord. . . . Our victory began probably in June, 1940.’

Wonder what Pere Darrault would say to that. Got a postcard 
from him from Lourdes. To-day is Sunday, and everybody even 
more drunk. Pity can’ t go listen to London radio again; X . too 
*r from Geronce.

August 6th

Since Ju ly 31st, every postal, telephonic and telegraphic com
munication with occupied zone interrupted. People say it is for 
mod -  Fiance will remain cut in two for duration.

/ > > — < V \
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' .OTT? . ...-Semitic utterances by Vichy Radio. Labour camj*_WLJ 
^ 5fcreMi youth; every boy of nineteen will have to work six months 

in a camp. New food rations: i lb. sugar; \  lb. pates (macaroni, 
etc.) per month; 3J oz. rice, 4 oz. soap, 7 oz. margarine or other 
fats -  all per month. Suppose this will open their eyes a bit -  for 
the moment they are still sleep-walking. Editorial in Le Temps: 
‘New Order will be based on Cpntinental collaboration; frontier 
rectifications are without importance; nations will understand each other 
because all will live under corporative, authoritarian, totalitarian 
regime.’

Morale in cantonment very bad. Chevalier, who was always 
quiet and gentle, has a crise de nerfs. He is a bookbinder from 
Reims, has not heard from his young wife for months; she is 
expectant, her time about now. Wants to run away at night, walk 
to German post, ask to be sent home. Gillevic calms him down: 
evening they are both drunk, and Chevalier sick all over the straw. 
Food now much worse than in Susmiou, rumours that new cooks 
and new lieutenant cheating us out of potatoes and meat, selling 
them to peasants. New chief cook is a legionnaire, first 1 have met, 
Belgian origin, eleven years of service in Africa. Not an encourag-. 
ing foretaste. Says he will serve four more years, then entitled to 
pension of £ 3  a month, will marry a widow and open a bistro.

August yth
This morning new lieutenant assembled us, read out idiotic 

instructions from divisional headquarters - blackout to be ob
served in cantonments. All stared at him, thought he Had gone . 
nuts. Everybody furious. They think officers drag out demobiliza
tion in order to get their pay for another month or two.

Papei says new labour law will abolish trade unions, introduce 
fifty-one-hour week. Abetz appointed as German Ambassador in 
Paris- a  slap in Petain’s face. Jules comments: ‘Le plus on leur 
buise le cul, le plus Us nous chient sur la teted Paris-Soir (Marseilles 
edition) gives advice to parents hov to find their children lost in 
the chaos of flight. Says there are thousands o f ‘globe-trotters aged 
sir and eight years on the roads of France’ . Lot of talk about 
reform of education. ‘The French teacher must become a peasant
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\v\oQ  tfiafe and l-.ach little future peasants; the French \Ttnjilg j  
TrnU|tTkirn to cook and sew -  not Latin or ma'hematics.’

Afternoon walked through the hills, met a column of Spaniards, 
working as woodcutters under escort of gendarmes. They live in 
Gurs camp (there is a section for men, too), have been interned 
ever since Spanish defeat, receive no pay for ten-hour day, not 
even a cigarette. Remember Frau Mueller told me similar fact: 
all German emigres who joined French Army for duration are 
now in Morocco, formed in labour brigades employed in heaviest 
work (quarries and road-building) in murderous climate; no pay; 
at night behind barbed wire; will not be demobilized -  kept as 
slaves sine die. The phrase that Europe is sliding back towards Age 
of Slavery has been so often used as propagandist overstatement 
that we don’t realize it is actually coming true. These labour 
battalions are in every respect equivalents of slave gangs. In pro
portion to Roman standards of living, the hutments in Vernet and 
Gurs are worse than antique ergastuli. Labour is in part harder 
than that described by Cato and Varro; food certainly worse. No 
prospect of .collecting a peculum. Sex starvation absolute, whereas 
serin married or lived in promiscuity. Complete delusion to believe 
that school-book horrors of antiquity are worse (relatively or 
absolutely) than contemporary reality. Facts and proofs abound; 
but consciousness lags behind; it is easier for the imagination to 
grasp past than present.

Chevalier has another crise de nerfs. Strange that our lot in 
Vernet, with our nerves ground down after five to ten years’ 
persecution, had more self-control than the healthy, relatively 
unaffected poilus. Fontanin told a story : he had bought a couple 
of eggs in Susmiou, asked the wife of farmer where he was billeted 
to boil them for him -  and she charged him 5 sous (half a day’s pay) 
for boiling two eggs when her fire was on. Whereupon Chevalier 
suddenly started yelling: 1Oh, les salaud -  les salauds -  oh, u nous 
emmerdent. . . ’ and to cry. Most unpleasant.

August 8th
Jabo is dead. Notice in Depiche de Toulouse: ‘Vichy, August 7th. 

-VI. Vladimir Jabotinsky, journalist and author, Chairman of the
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\vVlx|w>Zionist Organization, died in New York at the age of(j5 * _ J  
nine. He had gone to America for the purpose of raising a Jewish 
Legion which was to fight on the side oi England.

Exit one of the great tragic figures of this century, unnoticed. 
Adored hero of the Jewish masses in Russia and Poland; creator 
of the first Jewish legion which helped conquer Palestine; sentenced 
to fifteen years’ hard labour for organizing Jewish resistance 
against Arab pogrom in Jerusalem; translated Dante and Shake
speare into modern Hebrew; wrote and spoke eight languages; 
most fascinating orator I ever heard. Striking resemblance to 
Radck -  both Jews from Odessa. One great friend less -  there are 
not many left, at liberty, undamaged. First wondered why Vichy 
Press agency cares about a dead Jew ; re-reading obituary noticed 
propagandist aims of emphasizing that Jews are on England’s 
side, i.e. anti-French.

More talk about educational reform; inspecteurs no longer selected 
by concours (competitive examination), but appointed by the 
Ministry, ‘which thus will exercise a direct control on their moral 
conduct’ .

Sport and more sport: ‘The new generation will be educated in 
a heroic climate.’

August gth
This morning Desmet came from Oloron to visit us. Querulous 

little man, deaf in one ear and pro-Doriot. He is not demobilisable, 
being domiciled in Zone B (reserved area in the north); so he was 
seat a week ago to join the newly formed French Labour Battalions 
at Oloron. We went to the bistro, Desmet, Lebras, Sergeant 
Lepetit, and I. Desmet said the Labour Battalions don’t work yet, 
but fit  is true that the pay will only be 75 centimes a day, every
body will desert. Then said France had at outbreak of war only 
sixteen aeroplanes, the rest were stolen by Front Populaire or sent 
to Spain. Told him he must be mistaken, perhaps sixteen of one 
special type -  he said no, sixieen altogether, he had read it in 
paper called VIndependent published in Bordeaux. Told him he 
must have seen with his own eyes several hundreds on newsreels, 
at manoeuvres, etc. Said, they were probably English, or the
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> n^^reols were faked, but figure 16 is official. Lebras and L&pltL -i 
bodf^odded: ‘Yes. It's true. We had nothing. On nous a vendu.’ 
Tbld them: 'Vous etes une bande d’idiots') Desmet said: ‘Fit toi, tu es 
moitic boche.' So that's that. A la recherche de la /rate mite.

The tragedy is that we move in a vicious circle; without educa
tion of the masses, no political progress; but without political 
progress, no education of the masses.

August 10th

Informed by lieutenant that all alien volunteers to be sent for 
demobilization to camp at Septfonds, Tarn-et-Garonne; am to 
leave to-morrow, together with the four Spaniards. Told him am 
engaged for five years and not demobilisable; said il s’enfout, alien 
is alien. I was on his list. I too, je  m'en fous; am travelling at State’s 
expense and fed up with Geronce. But the legionnaire-cook is 
staying, possibly thanks to some combine.

Some demobilises have, left their uniforms, all piled in a heap in 
the schoolroom; so at night broke into schoolroom, found a good, 
almost new tunic with nice red artillerist stripes, new belt, new 
puttees, and knapsack; am looking definitely smart.

So once more en route. Last night in the barn with Lebras, 
Gillevic, Chevalier (Moog went to hospital). Leaving without 
regrets, full of curiosity where journey will lead. Dreamed last night 
G. was sitting in Mine. Corniglion’s kitchen, next to the big stove;
I came in very tired, she said in a scolding voice: ‘Late as usual.’

2

■ The journey took exactly three months and when I eventually 
met G., it was not in the Corniglion’s kitchen, but in London; and 
it was I who spoke the words ‘Late as usual’ as a first greeting, for 
she had been held up by some traffic muddle due to an alert.

It was a long and tiresome journey from Geronce, Basses 
Pyrenees, to Septfont, Tarn-et-Garonne; from Septfont to Mar
seilles, from Marseilles to a certain African port, from there to
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\U, A frim n port, from there to Lisbon, and from Lisbon^ tin ^

The first stage of the journey from Geronce to Septfont was the 
shortest in distance, but almost the longest in time. It was rather 
impressive as a sample of transport conditions in unoccupied 
France. The distance was about 175 miles, but it took us three 
days to cover it and we had to change trains five times.

There were eight of us: the four Spaniards; a Turkish pedlar 
who hod married a Frenchwoman in Normandy, a Rumanian 
student, myself, and the sergeant in charge of our ditachement. Both 
the Rumanian and the Turk were Jews, and so debarred from 
returning to the occupied zone; they had decided to join a Labour 
Battalion and work for 75 centimes a day -  until the problematical 
date when Jews become human beings again. The Spaniards, on 
the other hand, hoped to be demobilized, to be paid the bonus of 
1,000 francs (£5) due to every discharged soldier, and to find work 
as navvies. Actually, as I learned later, they were demobilized, 
but, like most of the Spanish volunteers, they neither obtained 
their 1,000 francs nor their liberty; instead, they were escorted 
back to Gars and various other concentration camps, which they 
had left nine months ago to risk their lives for hospitable France. 
Two of our four Spaniards had been wounded.

We arrived in Septfont in the evening of August 13th; at the 
registration office they told me what I already knew — namely, 
that the lieutenant in Geronce had been an idiot, and that the 
place he shouid have sent me to was the depot of the Foreign 
Legion in Marseilles. So they typed out a new order and another 
railway voucher for Marseilles, where I arrived two days later, on 
August 15th.

It was nine o’clock in the morning when I walked out of the 
Gare St. Charles, knapsack on my back. The crowd in the stre ws 
of the great harbour town made me feel dizzy and excited. Since 
the armistice I had vegetated in a sort of trance in these forlorn 
Pyrenean villages; now' I felt as if f merging from a long dream.

S C UM  OF T H E  E A R T H  f  ''

230



VV ■ first clay in Marseilles was full of surprises. Less thaiay j)  j 
X ^ p w fro m  the steps of the Tailway station I heard a voice call out, 

''Halt. Genosse K oestlerand when I had 'tot over the shock, I saw 
the conspicuously tall figure of Dr. Breitscheid, German Minister 
of the Interior in the legendary days of the Weimar Republic, 
barring my way. He was standing in front of the Hotel Normandie 
talking to a friend, bare-headed, with his white hair a head above 
the crowd moving through the street.

‘What is this fancy dress?’ he asked looking me up and down, and 
I saw by his expression that my appearance must have changed. 
Butlast time we had met in Paris, his hair had not been white either, 
and his face had not been that sharp waxen mask. We went to his 
room, on the third floor of the Hotel Normandie; Mrs. Breitscheid 
was making coffee on a spirit stove. I told them my story, and 
then we knocked on the wall of the next room and Genosse Dr. 
Hiiferding turned up in his dressing-gown. Hilferding had been 
Minister of Finance in those long-vanished days; both he and 
Breitscheid were leaders of the German Social-Democrat Party 
and close friends.

We sat around on the bed of the little hotel room, and they 
told me the news.

Feuchtwanger had succeeded in getting to America in some 
adventurous way. Ernst Weiss, the novelist, had committed 
suicide by taking veronal in Paris. Walter Plasenclever, the play
wright, had committed suicide by opening his veins in a concen
tration camp near Avignon. Kayser, of the editorial staff of the 
Pariser Tageszeilung, had swallowed strychnine in another camp. 
Willi Muenzenberg. one-time head of the Comintern’s West- 
European propaganda section, later enemy No. i of the Third 
International, virtual leader of the German exiles, had disappeared 
from a concentration camp in Savoy during the German advance 
and nothing had been heard of him since. (News came a few 
months later. Muenzenberg was found dead in a forest near 
Grenoble, with a rope round his neck. Whether he was killed by 
the German Gestapo, the Russian O.G.P.U., or by his own despair, 
will probably never be established.)

We sat on the bed of the little hotel room, drinking coffee and
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• V ^ in g  -grapes. Both Breitscheid and Hilferding had visas f o r ^ J
States, but their French exit permits had been refuSedT-* 

The Germans had not yet asked for their extradition, but the 
French were loyal to the bargain and kept the merchandise ready 
for delivery. I asked Breitscheid why they did not try to get out 
without an exit permit. Surely there must be ways of obtaining 
tapers under false names, of crossing the Pyrenees at an unguarded 

mountain pass? I knew that some others had done it and suc
ceeded. But Breitscheid would not hear of it; he still hoped that 
Vichy would grant the exit permits; he even had promises from 
some French officials. He and Hilferding had grown up in the 
traditions of the Social-Democrat Party, the party of strict legality 
and righteousness, the unique and grandiose product of German 
democracy. The Social-t)emocrat Party had believed in Marshal 
Hindenburg’s sense of honour, who sold them out to Hitler; 
Breitscheid and Hilferding believed in another old Marshal’s 
decency, who delivered them to the Gestapo. Their individual 
fate reflected that of their nation -  the tragedy of credulity and 
illusion.

When I left the Hotel Normandie an hour later, Breitscheid 
said: ‘So far there have been no demands for extradition and I do 
not think there will be any." It is unthinkable. The inclusion of 
Paragraph 19 in the Treaty was a mere formality, to humiliate the 
French; but they will never execute it.’

This was on August 15th, 1940. Six months later, on February 
nth, 1941, Dr. Breitscheid and Dr. Hilferding, together with 
twenty other political refugees, were handed over by the French 
authorities to the Germans,1

* * * * *
1 How this was done was revealed some time afterwards by the Manchester 

Guardian.
. . O n  the night of Satuday, February 8th, three high French police officials 

arrived at the hotel at Arles and took them to the local police station. They de
clared that the Germans had found out their address and that in an hour they 
would be there to arrest them. “ We, the police, are here to save you,”  they said. 
“ You will be hidden for a few days; then you will receive a Spanish visa and will 
be help'd to get away.”  . ■ ■ “ Where are you taking us?”  Dr. Breitscheid then 
ask'd. To his horror the official said that they were to go to special police head
quarter.; at Vichy. “ That means you are going to extradite us,”  declared Di.

SCUM OF THE EARTH.  f  '  ^
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surPrisc 011 that day awaited me at the Fort S t ^ j? a ^  
< ^ & p n tra l depot of the Foreign Legion in France. I arrived there 

just in time for the midday meal and, after handing over my papers 
in the office,, was shown to the large refectory, painted all round 
with lurid battle pictures of the Legion’s exploits in Algeria,
1 loiocco, Indo-China, and Senegal. I sat down at a table with 
inteen others, all in civilian clothes; and the first sentence I heard 
w'as:

1 There's no bloody salt in .the bloody soup again’ -  English. Then 
somebody else said: ‘Salt or no bloody salt, I haven’t tasted decent 
soup since I ’ve been in this bloody country’ -  in English. The 
sixteen men at the next table were discussing a similar subject, in 
English, and the same at the tables to the right and to the left. 
Altogether there were sixty of them. All sixty had been members 
of the B.E.F. captured by the Germans near St. Valery; all sixty 
had managed to escape and were interned by the French in tiw 
Fort St. Jean.

They had a large dormitory to themselves, and most of the ten 
c ays I stayed in tne Fort, I spent wi th them. Their stories of escape 
would fill a Decameron; the most famous was the episode known as 
Lieutenant H.’s crossing of the Somme’. Lieutenant H. and 

lieutenant R  , the former a London solicitor, the latter a student 
at London University, had escaped from the German Gefangenen- 
lager at night, .got hold of civilian clothes, and were just about to

Breitscheid. ‘You have a very low opinion of France, M. Breitscheid,”  was the 
reply intended to reassure them, Mrs. Breitscheid, however, insisted on accotn- 
panytng them and they travelled through the night to Vichy in two cars.

At Vichy they were detained at police headquarters. Their personal belonp- 
ng» were removed and any article with which they might take their life. They 

were not allowed to wash or shave. In the evening of the next day the. vvere 
to.d they were to be extradited. The Germans had first demanded their extra
ction , they were informed, on December 17th, and had repeated the demand 

>ee times since. They received the terrible news with great courage.
. q.15, Breitscheid . . . tried to see the Minister of the Interior. On the admik- * 

n °n xjoc1 ’ Ŝ e &.ave as t*le rcason for her visit “ Extradition of Dr. Breitscheid and 
!• Fiillerding.”  The attendant looked at it and said, “ You don’t really think 

,, C 'a Slvc this to the Minister?”  and tore up the slip On February 10th, aftei 
■ vaiting for two hours, Mrs. Breitscheid was allowed to see her husband for the 
.’ist time. I he next morning, Dr. Breitscheid and Dr. Hilferding were driven 
10m Vichy in two separate cars to the border between the unoccupied and 
ccunlcd zones and handed over to the Germans.’
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River Somme in an abandoned rowing boat the^UJcU 
ion two German officers appeared on the river bank. The 

Germans explained to them in broken French that they wanted to 
be taken across the river. H., whose French was about as bad as 
the German’s, said ‘S ’eel vous play,' with a suitable gesture, and the 
Germans stepped in, and were rowed to the opposite bank. When 
they got out, the German said ‘Danke schdn,’ and H. said ‘S ’eel vous 
play, deux francs’, holding up two fingers to make the request clear. 
The Germans paid the 2 francs and said ‘Bon shorn’ ’, and H. and R. 
said Merci' and with a polite salute went happily on their way.

That day of my arrival in the Fort St. Jean proved decisive for 
me, for a fortnight later H. and R . and myself had succeeded in 
dodging the commandant of the fortress, the French harbour 
authorities, the italo-German Armistice Commission, and set out 
on our rather devious way tp England.

We departed separately, but we met in a certain town in Africa, 
and on the way we picked up two other inmates of the dormitory 
in the Fort St. Jean, a Scottish lieutenant of the Medical Corps 
and a staff-sergeant from the Royal Engineers. By the middle of 
the autumn, the five of us had safely reached our destination.

The story of this long journey could only be told with so much 
camouflaging of the facts that it would lose the flavour of reality. 
But there is a second and more important reason to refrain from 
telling it. From the day of his arrival in Marseilles, the author’s 
personal story has to fade out. He has told it at some length as far 
as his personal adventure, were typical for the species of men to 
which he belongs: the exiled, the persecuted, the hunted men of 
Europe; the thousands and millions who, for reasons of their race, 
nationality or beliefs, have become rhe scum of the earth. The T  
of this narrative, his thoughts and fears and hopes, and even his 
incongruencies and contradictions, stand for the thoughts and fears 
and hopes, but above all for the burning despair of a considerable 
portion of the Continent’s population.

Bui this ceases to be the case for the last chapter of his story. 
The tact that the author escaped, and the w'ay lie did it, are no
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typical, but accidental and due to merely personal ci*Z3a=J 
•stances. For those who escaped are the exception, and those who 
perish are the rule for the category of men with whom this book 
deals; and from this dreadful reality there is no escape.

J

' 3
The various preparations For desertion and departure took about 

a fortnight -  the last fortnight in France.
It was the. second half of August, 1940; the fortnight when the 

French trade unions were dissolved in the name of the workers’ 
interest; when people were forbidden to drink spirits at the bistro 
and forced to buy them by the bottle, in the name of a iti- 
alcoholism; when the first Jewish shop windows were smashed in 
Marseilles and Lyons in the name of the National Revolution, and 
when the Paris Opera re-opened, for an audience composed 
mainly of German officers and with Berlioz’ Damnation de Faust on 
the stage.

It was also the fortnight during which the mass raids on Britain 
reached their first peak, and invasion was expected daily. Day by 
day Paris-Soir, printed in Marseilles, cried in heavy type ‘The 
decisive battle has begun’, ‘The Thames Docks annihilated’ , 
‘London a dead town’ . It was meant as a kind of consolation and 
apology, addressed to the French people: ‘You see what happens 
to those who do not capitulate.’ But on the back page, and some
times even on the front page, other items appeared in move modest 
type: ‘Boulogne in flames’, ‘R.A .F. hits back, bombards Berlin’, 
‘Bad weather causes delay of invasion plans’ , ‘British claim 180 
planes destroyed in one day’.

In the trams and cafes, in the queues at the butcher’s, the dairy 
and the grocer’s, the people’s comment had slightly changed in 
tone. It was a very slight change -  the people themselves were 
hardly aware of it -  and yet unmistakable. It was brought forth 
hy two facts, which had unconsciously unpressed themselves on 
die people’s minds. The first fact was that Britain w'as obviously
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V A jllra r tg  on with the war -  whereas two months ago everyyiofl l  j 
hadjMen convinced she was only trying to gain a few weeks,- 
to save her face before coming to terms with Hitler. The second 
fact was, that if Britain-carried on, there was perhaps a possibility 
that she might even win; a very slight possibility indeed, but a 
possibility, nevertheless. And this was the onhr chance, as far as 
one could see, of getting the Boches and the Macaronis out of France.

These two facts were so obvious that even the most blinded, 
muddled, apathetic mind was bound to perceive them. Yet the 
emotional sphere of the mind is stronger than its rational sphere, 
and the above facts and considerations would have failed to pro
duce any change in the people’s outlook had there not been a 
previous landslide in the emotional sphere as well.

This was even less conscious, but it carried more weight. The 
precise character of this emotional change is not easy to define.
It was not any sort of enthusiam for British policy, or war aims, or 
for those Frenchmen who were fighting on the British side. The 
name of General de Gaulle was known to few people before 
Reynaud called him into his Qabinet; the few who had any 
opinion about him at all respected him as an excellent technician 
and a courageous man; but his name was far from being a rallying 
call. And it was too early for a rallying call, anyhow. The blow 
was still too recent.

No, the change of feeling towards England was something less 
direct and had in fact nothing to do with politics at all. One had 
to get rid of all ‘historical’ preconceptions and listen instead to 
talks in trains and cafis until at last one understood that the feeling 
which had brought forth this more sympathetic attitude was 
simply Schadenfreude -  in other words, the secret pleasure which 
we all take in our fellow creature’s misery. France had seen three 
invasions within a century -  England none. France had suffered 
every imaginable misery during the first Woild War of 1914, and 
the second of 1939-40; England had remained practically un
touched, uperior, aloof. The German propaganda had exploited 
this feeling of envy and bitterness with virtuosity; the contact \vi . 
British soldiers in France, who were paid about twenty times 
better than thepoilus, fed better,dad better, who bought up all the

( f f Wtw  S C U M  OF. T H E  E A R T H  / V ^ y

236



\\ \c£*Solate in the canteen and all the available feminity i i O b t j  
'village^- had largely contributed to it; the accusations of Vichy, 
that Great Britain had forced France into the war and then left 
her in the lurch, had officially sanctioned it. But now at last 
England had ‘got it’ ; now at last, under the shower of incendiaries 
and high-explosives, les Anglais had got a taste of what the French 
had felt like in 1915 and in 1939; now at last those cold-blood :d, 
dumb, superior islanders had become human by going through the 
same misery. Now they were paying .he bill; and the women who 
lived there had ceased to be arrogant tourist ladies who wanted a 
bath-tub instead of a bidet, and had become mothers who hid their 
children in deadly fear in Underground stations and cellars; and 
those English children, with their obscene naked knees a ad 
ridiculous top-hats, had at last become des pauvres gosses who wetted 
their pants when a bomb crashed close by-.

So the French man in the street was moved by pity? No. Fie 
had enough to do pitying himself and putting advertisements in 
the newspapers to find his o\vn wife and children, who had perhaps 
been left in the occupied zone or perhaps got lost on the road. It 
was not pity, but the satisfaction of the instinct for justice; and 
again not justice in the political sense, but as the very human 
desire, that if one’s house has been destroyed by an earthquake, 
the neighbour’s should be too. The British had paid, and now one 
was quils with them. Their penance bought their absolution. This 
did not mean that one discovered a sudden overwhelming enthu
siasm for them, but merely that the emotional obstacle to a more 
objective appreciation of one’s own interest had been removed. 
Now the way was laid open for the discovery that it was in the 
interest of France that Britain should win the war.

From this recognition to positive action there is still a long, a 
'■ cry long way. But to realize clearly one's own interest is an 
important step; perhaps the most important in the psychology of 
the masses. Flad mankind as a whole reached this stage, Utopia 
would be at hand.
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The boat left the Quai de la Joliette in Marseilles harbour about 
midnight. It was new moon and the stars were bright and their 
light hard. The coast with its long garlands of gas lamps faded 
slowly away. The lighthouses emerging from the black water, 
with slowly turning green and red beams of light, were the last 
outposts of Continental France, sleeping under the stars m her 
enormous, dishonoured nakedness, humiliated, wretched and 
beloved.

It was a long journey and the night was long on the deck, 
inviting to futile reflections. Futile, for they all turned on the past, 
and more precisely on the question of historical fatality. Was the 
tragedy of France mainly accidental, due to an unfortunate 
constellation? Or was it due to the still undiscovered, secret laws 
of the ascent and decline of races and nations? Could France have 
been saved?

I f  one acce pted the explanations for the defeat given by the 
patriot , of Vichy, the answer was ‘No.’ According to them, the 
reasons were the laziness and greed of the working class and of the 
lower classes in general -  in other words, of the French people; 
its hatred of Authority and preference for a democratic regime -  
in other words, the very essence of its historical tradition. In the 
opinion of Marshal Petain, the battle of France was lost in 1789 
with the storming of the Bastille; and this deplorable event was a 
proof of the wickedness of the French national character. Further 
reasons given were: alcoholism, denatality and the disintegration 
of the family.

All this,-of course, amounted to a confirmation of the German 
thesis of the degeneration of the French race. Laziness, selfishness, 
alcoholism, denatality are supposed to be the clinical symptoms ol 
decline. The adherence of the r.:lers ol a defeated country to the 
victor’s philosophy was not surprising; but there was a danger of 
its spreading to other parts of the world. Indeed, it has since 
become apparent that a considerable section of public opinion in 
America, and even in England, seems to accept the same views on
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of the French defeat -  to believe in that nation’s itaaal J  

regard the tragedy of France as the fulfilment of biological
fatality.

Biology, however, is only the Fascist substitute for sociology. 
The reason why this pseudo-science has such an attraction even 
lor people far from any conscious totalitarian sympathies may lie 
in the equally unsatisfactory character of its philosophic antidote, 
the ‘economic fatality’ of the materialist school. It would be 
foolish to deny, as the latter practically did, the influence of the 
racial factor in the long run; and it is quite possible that looking 

* back from, say, a .d . 3941, the future historian might discover 
developments ol a racial-biological order, which give some 
additional cue to what happened in Europe in our era. But, for 
the interpretation of events’in short periods, measured in decades 
or even a few centuries, racial biology proves a completely unfit 
instrument. History has to be written in sociological terms, and 
biology confined to developments in the jungle -  unless Fascism is 
victorious and transforms the history of mankind into a jungle- 
book.

Could France have been saved? Yes, of course. It succumbed, 
not to racial decay, but to a social phenomenon, which it might be 
appropriate to call the ‘Chinese Wall psychosis’ .

The Maginot Line, like the Chinese Wall, was destined to 
protect and preserve a highly developed and stagnant civilization 
against the intrusion of the eager barbarian . Stagnant, because 
in the second part of the last century, in the competitive rush of 
industrialization, it had fallen far behind both its great neighbours, 
Germany and Great Britain. And it had fallen behind them 
mainly because of the riches of its soil, which allowed ii to remain 
a country of Bread and Wine, in an environment of Steam and 
Steel.

French individualism was • a consequence of saturated ness; 
French conservatism was rooted in die peasant class, more 
especially in the medium-sized farmer, the backbone of the nation. 
Hence it was an essentially provincial conservatism, far from any 
aggressive imperialist feeling. France had colonies, but not an 
empire. She thought in terms of ‘La Patrie', which expressed the
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v^V ^^ahFs clinging love for the soil, and lacked entirely the mer^yil j 
UjlK^lMtish empire-consciousness. Her main interest was to 

preserve the status quo", a. German journalist once described France 
as travelling happily in a little mule cart, amidst the feverish 
stream of locomotives and automobiles on the highway of European 
destiny. It was this idyllic backwardness which made French life 
outwardly so charming and. inwardly so stagnant. The last 
grandiose effort to preserve the nineteenth-century idyll in the 
midst of an utterly unidyllic twentieth was the building of the 
Chinese Wall.

For the same money and effort France could have built a 
modern, mechanized, and three-dimensional army. Why were 
he warnings of de Gaulle and Reynaud unheard, who from the 

early thir ties onwards denounced the obsoleteness of the linear 
fortification system and advocated the system of highly motorized, 
mobile, relatively self-sufficient, and independent units, with an 
overwhelming air force? The superficial answer is: because the 
arteriosclerotic French General Staff did not want to be bothered 
with any new-fangled ideas. But they could only get away with it 
because the Chinese Wall was indeed the projection of the nation’s 
deep-felt wish to be left alone. De Gaulle’s conception of an 
offensive army might have saved the peace by giving the Polish 
and Czech alliance a real meaning. But at that stage France no 
longer wanted to save the peace by any constructive effort; it 
wanted to be left in peace -  and this psychological nuance made 
all the difference, and in fact sealed her fate.

Thus, he blessings of bread and wine had become France’s 
curse. I f  we try to isolate the dominant thread in the complicated 
weave of a nation’s evolution, we are led roughly to these stages: 
natural riches -  saturation -  individualism -  provincial backward
ness -  stagnation -  isolationism -  neurotic fear of being disturbed 
-  Chinese Wall psychosis.

How then could France have been saved? In a world of ruthless 
imperialist expansion, a mainly bi ead-and-wine country has in the 
long run no chance of defending its position against a mainly 
stearn-and-steel neighbour. But in a world of international 
collaboration and solidarity, it has not only the chance, but the
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\ M t 0 M e e  of surviving. To change the order of the world iroiri 
ruthlessners to brotherliness is, of course, the wish-dream of the 
weaker; and France was the weaker, numerically and in her 
industrial potential. But in 1918 she had this unique opportunity.
It was forfeited at Versailles. Not by the French nation, 
which gave President Wilson a delirious reception, but by her 
ruling class. The Marne and Verdun were achievements of a 
vigorous race; Compiegne and Versailles were the crimes of a 
degenerate class.

The French nation has no greater responsibility in the suicidal 
folly of her leaders than the Americans for having supported 
Coolidge, or the British for having believed in Munich. But it has 
a better excuse. The fear of a third invasion within one century 
explains its willingness to accept the policy of sScurite. It paid for it 
by the mental deformation which is the consequence, of living 
behind a Chinese Wall. Laissez-faire individualism degenerated to 
je-m'en-foutisme, joie de vivre to hedonism, tolerance to irresponsi
bility. When the Popular Front came to power in 1936, it was 
Blum who initiated the Non-Intervention Pact, and thus signed the 
death-warrant of his comrades in Spain,, because he was made to 
believe that to help the Spanish Government would incite 
Germany to war. The French Left was more French than Left -  
it sacrificed the solidarity of the working class to their wish to 
remain ‘behind the wall’ .

Yet the Front Poptdaire episode, abortive as it was, had given a 
mortal shock to the rulers of France, and caused a fundamental 
change in their outlook. Hpre was a new menace for their 
ticurite', more threatening than the outer barbarians, because they 
could not build a Maginot Line against it. But at the same time 
lhc barbarians had begun to develop truly civilized ideas: the 
abolition of trade unions, the dissolution of the Left parties. 
Hitler’s only fault was that he was a German. Otherwise he would 

a better ‘guarantee of security’ for vested interests than an 
unruly French people in arms.

This dilemma of the French ruling class was as real as the 
dilemma of the French Communists. Both were faced by two evils 
and hesitated which was the lesser one; both were involved in the
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deeper contradictions of their ‘party line’ ; both j
"tiowrhThe slippery slope of treachery; and in both cases it is some
times impossible to distinguish between conscious traitors and 
unconscious accomplices.

In the case of the French ruling class, the main stages on the 
slope were the Rhineland, Austria, Munich, Bordeaux, Vichy. It 
was, so to speak, a suicide in monthly instalments. 1 he continuous 
capitulations, intermittent with bellicist boasts, were an expression 
of this insoluble dilemma. Only a few went so far as to proclaim 
openly, as did the Cagoulards, the would-be stormtroopers of high 
finance: ‘Better Hitler than the Front Populate.' They were the 
enfants lerribles of the Right, but enjoyed their more or less secret 
approval and protection. A minority of corrupt politicians and a 
minority of officers blinded by their class hatred became Hitler’s 
Fifth Column during the war. The majority of the milieux bien 
pensant, of the upper classes, were unconscious tools.

The Parties of the Right had no reason to hate Hiller, and when 
they were forced into the war they did not fight against Fascism, 
but for the maintenance of the status quo. They knew what they 
were fighting for, but not what they were fighting against.

For the Left, on the other hand, and especially the working 
class, the situation was exactly the reverse; they knew what they 
were fighting against, but not what they were fighting for. There 
was no sign in.the waging of this war that victory would bring an 
amelioration of their condition. I hus, the Right and the Lett each 
bad only half their hearts in the battle; and the two halves did not 
fit together.

For, during the last twenty years, the idea of the Chinese V all 
had changed its character; it was no longer meant to protect the 
national community, but a privileged caste in decay; the wall had 
shrunk and the majority of the nation was regarded as living extra 
tnuros. Inside;, on a brittle Louis X IV  chair, sa t  an elderly, sh.up 
faced Marianne, her once lovely chestnut hair replaced by a 
toupet. Scared to death by the noise of the people Outside the Wall, 
she waited for the barbarian prince to save her. She knew, ol 
course, what price she would have to pay; and while trying to 
convince herself that he would behave like a gentleman, she

’ 6° ^ X

242



a shame-faced curiosity for her dishonour. 
iidtSr it had happened, and the saviour had knocked off her 
Phrygian helmet and her wig, she looked into the mirror with 
horror, and the world looked with horror at her fa~e.

And what comes after?
In one of its last August issues, Gringoire, Petain’s favourite 

weekly, published in non-occupied France, displayed on its front 
page a cartoon on which Winston Churchill is represented as a 
tiny doll, hanging on a rubber string from the index linger of an 
enormous, black-haired, black-bearded, hook-nosed, grinning 
Elder of Zion.

Industriously, the propaganda of Vichy is building up a new 
dragon, featuring John Bull, World Judaism, Socialism, and 
Plutocracy, Blum, Rothschild and De Gaulle, Freemasons, 
Foreigners, and Free French, all in one; a dragon streaky ar a 
zebra with all this paint and about as fierce in appearance.

It is, of course, dangerous to under-estimate the effects of 
propaganda, even of the stupidest sort, on a despairing nation, 
isolated from the rest of the world. Certain catchwords have 
undoubtedly caused a response in various sections of the people, 
such as the anti-trade-union slogans amongst the peasantry and 
middle classes; and anti-Semitism, the Fascist black magic, is 
spreading all over F<--.lCe, even amongst the working classes. It 
v ’:"  a jv,ng time before the mental depredations of Vichy (and 
the decade before) are undone; the view that Hitler’s defeat will 
automatically bring forth France’s regeneration is based on an 
optimistic disregard of social and psychological realities.

But in the main.issue at stake, in the French people’s attitude to 
the war, the dangers of Vichy propaganda are limited by the 
considerations exposed in tin- last chapter. The motives of the 
anti-British campaign -  self-justification and German pressure -  
arc too obvious; and the man in the street im gincs the German 
influence on the French Press and radio as even more direct than 
it is; he somehow pictures a Boche soldier, pistol in hand, standing 
behind the microphone and the editor’s chair. He may believe
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\ that the Jews and Freemasons ruined France; but he disbelieved^ 
every communique and comment on the actual military situation. 
He is slow to form a definite opinion on anything in this puzzling 
world, but once it is formed he sticks to i1 stubbornly; and the 
simple truth, that in order to get rid of the Boches, Great Britain 
must win the war, is a sort of firm rock in the chaotic muddle of his 
mind.

But mere cognition is sterile as long as it does not generate 
action. When this will be depends only to a small extent on 
propaganda, and to a larger extent on the development of the 
military situation. As long as they do not receive definite encour
agement from hard facts, the French people will remain partial 
but passive observers. To believe the contrary would be a danger
ous fallacy. The French people have been too deeply disillu
sioned to risk their lives once more without being fairly certain of 
victory. They have to learn to hope again, like a man after long 
bedriddenness has to learn to walk. When the scales of success 
turn in favour of England, the barricades will emerge from the 
pavement of the towns of France, the snipers will appear behind 
the attic windows, and the people will fight as in the old glorious 
days -  but not before.

5
The last stage of that long journey was Lisbon. I had to wait 

six weens for an opportunity to get to England, and during those 
six weeks, in the late autumn of 1940, I saw for the last time the 
procession of the outcasts pass by.

Lisbon was the bottle-neck of Europe, the last open gate of a 
concentration camp extending over the greater part of the Con
tinent’s surface. By watching that interminable procession, one 
realized that the catalogue of possible reasons for persecution 
under the New Order was much longer than even <1 specialist 
could imagine; in fact, it covered the entire alphabet, from A, for 
Austrian Monarchist, to Z, for Zionist Jew. Every European
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xV^atiqij/religion, party was represented in that procession, m em a^ 
afe^German Nazis of Strasser’s oppositional faction and Italian 
Fascists in disgrace.

The most conspicuous part in this tragedy of an entire continent 
still fell to the German emigres trapped in France. The information 
brought by the few who escaped, and the material assembled by 
the various committees in Lisbon, was too haphazard to allow a 
statistical survey, but it formed a fairly complete mosaic.

A considerable portion of the German political exiles were still 
in concentration camps, such as Le Vernet, or imprisoned for the 
second and third time, waiting for their extradition to Germany 
on the strength of paragraph 19 of the Armistice Treaty. As the 
number of suicides increased, special precautions were taken by 
the French authorities to preserve them undamaged for delivery.

Another section of the German exiles had previously joined the 
French Army for the duration. They were not demobilized and 
were kept in the Moroccan forced-labour battalions to work in 
mines and quarries, reduced to a state of slav ery.

Another part had been called up for auxiliary service during 
the last period of the w7ar. They were collected into compagmes de 
pre.tataires, equivalent to the British Pioneer Corps. Their fate 
varied according to the unit to which they were attached. Several 
units placed under British command had been embarked with the 
B.E.F., and had presumably arrived in England. A certain 
number which could not be embarked were given lorries and 
petrol by the British before they left, to enable them to gain 
unoccupied territory. They had arrived on their lorries in Nantes, 
twenty-four hours before the Germans occupied the town. There 
the French had dragged them from the lorries, shut them in the 
local jail and handed them over to the Germans when hey 
came in.

Another unit of prestataires had been engaged in .trench-digging 
somewhere near Soissons. They worked under escort, without 
Uniforms and ‘without individual identity papers. One night 
during the German advance, the escort disappeared -  officers, 
uten, lorries and all. The unit, being unable to decide in which 
direction to go, broke up into several groups. One group was
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V"- captured by the Germans. A second reached a French vilraft*^ 
Avhcfe they were taken for parachutists and several were shot or 
lynchecf. The rest was sent to a concentration camp near Paris. 
Forty-eight hours before Paris fell, they were still there; what 
happened to them since is not known.

A minority of those who were left of the German exiles had in 
various adventurous ways reached the south of unoccupied 
France. They were hiding in little villages in the Pyrenees around 
the Gurs camp, where their women were kept, and on the Mediter
ranean coast. Their fa e depended on the local gendarmes, mayors, 
and prefets. Any of these had the power to put them back into jail 
or in a concentration camp, without legal proceedings.

Finally, a few of them had managed to reach Marseilles and to 
obtain visas for the United States or other American countries. 
They were the moneyed and intellectual elite, people with con
nections in the outside world, authors, journalists, scholars, a 
couple of hundred perhaps out of tens of thousands. The visas to 
the U.S. were granted to them on the basis of a list o f ‘outstanding 
intellectuals’, which had been established by committees in New 
York. Even for this small selection of well-known men, it took 
weeks and months of waiting, corresponding, queueing up and 
humiliations, until the magic stamp was put on their passports. 
And w’hen at last this was done, they had to wait and to queue up 
for another week or fortnight for their transit visas through 
Portugal. When this too was obtained, therecame the final ordeal 
of fighting through the red tape, disorganization, and incapacity 
of various refugee committees to procure their passage from Lisbon 
to New York. And when this too was done and the miracle of 
( scape seemed to come true, the French authorities refused their 
exit permits. They had counted without the National Revolu
tion’s loyalty to treaties.

A certain number managed to cross the Pyrenees at unguarded 
mountain passes. Some of them were arrested by the Spaniards 
and sent back to France. Some of them were put into Spanish 
p'isons, some handed over to Gestapo agents in Spain, Some 
reached Portugal and brought the news.

News of more arrests: H., the psycho-analyst, with whom we
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poker in Paris, arrested in Marseilles at the mornem^ 
when he tried to stow away on a ship for Indo-China, S., the film 
critic, arrested when already on the deck of a boat to Oran. D., 
the architect, arrested while climbing, knapsack on back, over the 
Pyrenees. The merchandise had to be kept ready for delivery.

And more suicides: Irmgard Keun, author of After Midnight, 
the best satirical novel on Nazi Germany. Otto Pohl, Socialist 
veteran, Austrian ex-Consul in Moscow, ex-Editor of the Moskauer 
Rundschau. Walter Benjamin, author and critic, my neighbour in 
io, rue Dombasle in Paris, fourth at our Saturday poker parties, 
and one of the most bizarre and witty persons I have known. Last 
time I had met him was in Marseilles, together with H., the day 
before my departure, and he had asked me: ‘ i f  anything goes 
wrong, have you got anything to take?’ For in those days we all 
carried some ‘stuff’ in our pockets like conspirators in a penny 
dreadful, only reality was more dreadful. I had none, and he 
shared what he had with me, sixty-two tablets of a sedative, 
procured in Berlin during the week which followed the burning of 
the Reichstag. He did it reluctantly, for he. did not know whether 
the thirty-one tablets left him would be enough. It was enough.
A week after my departure he made his way over the Pyrenees ;o 
Spain, a man of fifty-five, with heart disease. At Port Bou the 
Guardia Civil arrested him. He was told that next'morning they 
Would send him back to France. When they came to fetch him for 
the train, he was dead.

And how many unknown? Old Jews and young anti-Fascists, 
cheating their guardians in an unobserved moment, killing 
themselves hurriedly, secretly; stealing out of life as they had stolen 
°ver barbed wire and frontier posts, after even this last exit permit 
had been refused to them.

And the procession ol’despair went on and on, streaming through 
this last open port, Europe’s gaping mouth, vomiting the contents 
°1 her poisoned stomach. And they marched past two by two, the 
Polish aristocrat and the Jewish pedlar, the French nationalist 
and the German pacifist, the Catholic father and the Communist 
comrade; and they queued up, two by two, in front of the Arks, 
'he sons of'Shem and the sons ofjaphet, the male and the female,

' G°^N\
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two of all flesh wherein is the breath of life. Foruie 
fountains of the great deep were broken up and the windows of 
Heaven were opened. And the floo.d was forty days upon the earth 
and the waters prevailed upon the earth; but there was still no 
rainbow set in the clouds.

*
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/l. Zetfer /o Colonel Blimp 

B. Letter to Comrade Blump

A

• . . Thank you for your letter of welcome to this country, which, 
as you write, ‘stands like a solid rock of freedom and decency 
facing the shambles of the Continent’ . Please excuse the delay in 
answering your letter, due to certain formalities (six weeks’ im
prisonment in Pentonville) through which I had to go after my 
arrival. It did not really matter; we have got into the habit, I and 
lriy like. I can assure you, that it was the most decent jail I have 
oeen in so far; if I should write a Baedeker of the prisons of Europe,
I would mark it with three stars.

Hut the reason why I really did not mind was that all through 
those nights in Pentonville, in spite of being locked up during the 
air raids in a pitch-dark, second-floor cell, alone, I felt safe for the 
E :t time since the outbreak of war. I beg you to reflect for an 
instant on this curious mental phenomenon. For me and my like, 
safety’ has only one meaning: to share the collective dangers of 

'*var and be safe from individual persecution, torture, and the more 
Humiliating forms of death. The Austrian poet Rilke once wrote 
Ibis prayer: ‘Lord, I don’t ask Thee to let me live my own life, but 
i beseech Thee, let me die my own death.’ Amen.

during my stay in Marseilles, after the capitulation, in a 
country which has reached the bottom of humiliation, on August 
Uth at noon, suddenly the air raid sirens went, after they had 
oeen silent for two months. It was only a rehearsal, to prevent the 
Pipes getting rusty, but it ga\e one a strange, home-sick longing 
<>r the good old days of war, when all was not yet lost. I was 

sitting in a tram and I saw on the faces of the people around me 
that they had similar thoughts. For a moment they understood
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V  that a man might be happier amongst a shower of high-explds&A-^ 
^^rcHncendiaries than under the Pax Swpsticana. For them it was 

only a question of dignity and bigger food rations; for us it is a 
question of physical existence.
* I f  you understand this, then you understand perhaps what 

England means to us. She is the enemy of our enemies; and 
perhaps one day she may become our ally.

Do not listen to those who pretend that this is already the case; 
or to those amongst rhy brother refugees who walk around with 
leper bells, shouting that the dearest wish of their hearts is to die 
for the British Empire. They are not lying, but in their distress 
they have got so muddled that they think Ottawa is on the Con
tinent. No, I and my like do not wish to die for Ottawa, nor for a 
third Versailles (the first dates from 1871), and the eternization of 
the European vendetta; nor for a peace which would be a declara
tion of war for the next generation. Neither have we any en
thusiasm for an economic order which burns the crops which it 
produces, and reminds one of a certain goose which, instead of 
golden eggs, lays a time bomb every day and then settles down 
blissfully to hatch them.

But all this need not disturb you; for in this fight against the 
common enemy we are tied to you in life and in death. I f  70U 

- perish, we perish, and if our brethren on the Continent do not 
help you, you will not win.

A strange historical constellation has tied us togetner, anc-. we 
a. e mutually in the position of the Indian bride: it one of us dies, 
the other will be burnt alive with the corpse, on the great funeral 
pyre of European civilization.

Yours truly.

.F ' ' >

B

D e a r  C omrade B l u m p ,— Thank you for your letter of welcome 
to this country which you call ‘an abyss of reaction and hypocrisy’, 
a further proof of which you see in the fact of my imprisonment.

#•
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the proofis no longer valid, as I have been relfealA-l 1 

unconditionally, partly thanks to a letter of guarantee from your 
cousin, the Colonel, as I have in the meantime been informed.

I must also confess that I have enlisted as a volunteer in the 
Army, without waiting for the Government to define our war aims. 
The alternative would have been to follow the example of your 
step-brother, who refused to handle an Imperialist stirrup pump, 
whereupon his flat was burnt out by an undialectical incendiary 
bomb. We have to choose between these alternatives; a third way 
may exist theoretically, but for all practical purposes there is 
none.

Of course, la m  as unhappy as you are about the fact that our 
v ar aims have not yet been defined. Of course, it is ridiculous for 
us to ask our Genossen in Germany to overthrow their rulers without 
being able to tell ihem what we propose instead. We both know 
that a German will not commit high treason (for that is what we 
ask him to do) for the promise of a bigger butter ration, nor for the 
sake of non-specified ‘democracy’, which in the memory of the 
younger generation over there means mainly unemployment plus 
reparations; and that they prefer to march die goose-step instead 
of queueing up for the dole. We also know that the German 
national character is not dominated by sheer wickedness, as your 
cousin the Colonel believes, but by a sort of aggressive sentiment
ality, ever since the time of the Nibdungen. We know that the 
whole problem is to fix their political libido on a banner more 
fascinating than the swastika, and that (he only one which would 
do is the stars and stripes of the European Union. We have to 
faach them to sing ‘ Europa, Europa ueber alles’ , or they w ill never 
beep quiet. Other solutions have been tried during the past twelve 
centuries since the days of Charlemagne, and never succeeded. I f  
Vve do not convince your cousin of this, our grandchildren will 
have to do it during the next war, unless they miss their chance of 
being born through lack of available parents.

Yes, by victory we imagine something entirely different. from 
four cousin, but for the practical purposes of the moment that 
does not matter. For we both know that the Germans and other 
People on the Continent will not revolt before the firs' signs of
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defeat. For the moment our situation reminds one 'I f J l L j  
^ ' ^(Sy'of the slum child, whose mother says to him, while handing, 

him a crust of dry bread: ‘ Imagine there is dripping on it.’ Where
upon the child asks: ‘Please, mother, may I imagine marmalade 
instead?1 For the moment we are all still choking on the dry ciust 
of war, and if your cousin prefe /s to imagine dripping with it, let 
him. We for our part know it will be marmalade.

By the way, how do you define the difference between out- 
marmalade and the Colonel’s dripping? We have seen that a 
Socialist economy can associate with autocracy (Russia), and that 
capitalism can be coupled with an. efficient planned economy 
(Germany). I am afraid that in a few years our battle-cry,‘Capit
alism or Socialism’, will have as much bearing on reality as 
theological disputes about the sex of angels. If, however, we 
proceed empirically, and extract the tendencies at work in existing 
regimes, we come to two pairs of alternatives, overlapping om
elet one:

In economics: (A) Chaos or (B) Planning (i.e. State Capitalism-=
State Socialism). . .

In politics: (i) Autocracy or (2) Democracy (i.e. the rule Oi the 
people by representation).

I know that the mark of equation in the brackets after (B) will 
shock you. But I have not found anybody who could explain to 
m<“ the difference between State Capitalism and State Socialism in 
economic terms. The difference lies in the political structure of the 
State, and is hence implicit in the second alternative.

Now, if we combine A + i  we get the classical form-Of tyranny, 
buried for ever by history. The combination B + 1 produces totali
tarianism, which we reject. The combination A-f 2 leads to pluto
cracy or the goose that lays the time-bombs. Remains B + 2, which 
has not yet been tried, and which seems to be the only promising 
one. O f course, it cannot be produced in the laboratory. A new 
movement will have to arise in a new moral climate where the 
Means justify the End, and not vice versa. The creation of this 
climate -  that is what I imagine I am fighting for.
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if the Colonel prefers dripping -  let him. He laughs 
^^fcodalighs last. I wish the time of the great, liberating laughter 

had come. For this is our unique and ultimate war aim: to teach 
this planet to laugh again. At the moment we are still howling 
like dogs in the dark. I wish the time of laughter had come.

• Yours fraternally.

A f ) ( ] y ^  f /
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